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ABSTRACT
"FOLLOWING JESUS TO BURNING MAN"
RECOVERING THE CHURCH'S VOCATION

The problem addressed in this work is: A post-platonic dualism is a systemic problem
in large portions of the evangelical-fundamentalist church; dualism keeps the church
fi·orn obedience to her vocation.
My proposed resolution for the problem is: 1.f the church will be for the world what

Jesus wasfor Israel, the body ofChrist will recover her vocation and the postmodern
v.iorld ·will hear the proclamation of the Gospel.
l uses the image of following Jesus to Burning Man as a metaphor for the
church· s vocation to be for the world what Jesus was for Israel. 1 Chapter 1 develops the

Chapter

"Christ's Table Fellowship and the Church's Vocation," redefines the

church's vocation. Jesus' table-fellowship gives symbolic redefinition to the church's
vocation. Chapter 3, "Christian Praxis in Historic Perspective: William Wilberforce's
Christianity,"' introduces the great reformer and political statesman William
Wilberforce (1759-1833) and his Christian community, the Clapham Group. This chapter
is an historical example of how the church's vocational redefinition in England

1

This slogan is a paraphrase/adaptation ofN. T. Wright's theme for the church's vocation. N. T.
The Challenge <?fJesus, Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and ls (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity
Press. !
183.
Vlll

Chapter 4, "Journeying to Burning Man: Christian Praxis in the Postmodern
Context," discusses cultural transformation in contemporary culture. Chapter 5, "Jesus at
the Java Stop: Apologetics in the Postmodern Context," confronts the challenge of
discovering truth in a postmodern context. "Following Jesus to Burning Man" (chapter 1)
illustrates how the proposed narrative apologetic in chapter 5 clears a path to truth in the
postmodern culture.
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CHAPTER 1
FOLLOWING JESUS TO BURNING MAN

As Highway 447 spiraled downward towards the desert basin of Black Rock City,
I

up with a very strange spectacle: a debauched and lewd looking caravan

decorated with phallic symbols that seemed to stare at me as I passed. This was my first
gljmpse of the Burning Man crowd. Plunging myself into a celebration of human
depravity, and idolatry with 30,000 pagans in the relentless heat of the
Nevada desert suddenly seemed very troubling. The notion that this would be Jesus' kind
crowd was light-years removed from rny thirJdng.
Incarnation plunges Christ into the guts of human existence; Jesus exchanged
throne of heaven's glory for the margins of creation. This paper uses "following Jesus
to
was

Man" as a metaphor for the church's vocation to be for the world what Jesus
Israel. This chapter introduces the Burning Man metaphor through the author's

experience in the Nevada desert in the summer of 2006.

Following Jesus to Burning Man: "You Belong Here"
Burning Man is a sensuous feast that takes place in the remoteness of Nevada on
the desolate moonscape of an ancient lake bed the last week of August and the first few
each September. Black Rock City is re-birthed each year when the Burning Man
cormnunity comes together. Black Rock City has the appearance of what you might
1

imagine the aftermath of nuclear radiation fallout looks like. It's ominous, deathly;
nothing is growing there, nothing is on the horizon but the intense glare of the sun. The
staging of Burning Man is haunted by images of the apocalypse: camouflaged army halftracks, tanks a.11d jeeps mounted with machine guns, bazookas and other army surplus.
I arrived at Black Rock City in the early Monday morning hours. Cars were

backed up from the entry point to Burning Man for at least two miles; the gridlock
resembled Friday afternoon on the Santa Monica Freeway. As the cars slowly moved
forward, I could see taillights dispersing in all directions beyond the entry point to
Burning Man; more than an hour passed before I finally entered through the gates and
into Burning Man's mysterious netherworld.
Before 1 could proceed further, a young woman ran up to the side of my Honda
Pilot yelling, "Welcome home! Welcome home!" Her torso was covered with long black
fur, she had a fur bear-like head covering with ears on the top, long sheer black sleeves
covered her arms, and black-knit nylons covered her long, skinny legs.
"Hey, thanks," I said. (I'm sure the look on my face was similar to Charleston
Heston's shocked look after he glimpsed the chimp on the pony following his entry into
the atmosphere of the "planet of the apes.")
"Are you a virgin?" she asked.
"Ah, yeah, this is my first time here." I thought I perceived her implication but I
had to rnake sure!

2

"Get out of your car, run up to that girl with the long black hair and long brown
fur coat (she was also wearing white "go - go" boots) and tell her you're a virgin," the
young woman said.
I obediently got out of my I-fonda Pilot and walked briskly up to the young
woman. The Burning Man website says, "You belong here .... " 2 I wasn't sure about that.
The website also says, "You're not the weirdest kid in the classroom." Yeah, I was pretty
sure

of these people were the weirdest kids in the classroom!
"Hi, this is my first time at Burning Man," I said. The young woman grabbed my
, threw

her head, looked towards the full moon, and let out a spine-

tingling howl. I anxiously invoked a prayer: "Lord, you didn't get out of the car at the
Nevada, border when I stopped for gas did you? Where are you?" She dragged me over to
a l.ine of guys who were taking turns striking a large bell with a steel rod; she held my
hand

until it was my turn. When I stepped up to the bell, I took the steel rod and

it

a Mantle-like swing. "He's in, he's in," the people yelled. "Welcome to

Burning Man!" l was hugged and mobbed; it was like my walk-off homer had just put
Block Rock City, Nevada in the playoffs!

2

http://vvww.bumingman.com, copyright 1989-2005 black rock city, lie.
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After entering through the gate, a billow of alkaline dust enveloped me. I came
out on the other side driving across the playa. 3 A ranger drove up beside me and asked,
"What the *#@! are you doing?"
"I'm open," I said. "Why don't you tell me?"
The ranger and I connected, and he shared his story. An adjunct professor at the
University of California, Santa Barbara, he was widowed a few years ago, and he brings
some of his wife's ashes to Burning Man every year to spread a portion of them
ceremoniously on the ground at the "temple" on Sunday mornings. Impassioned about his
spirituality, he said, "Paganism allows me to honor all gods." After showing me
where to find a camping spot, he kindly wamed me, "You'll see a lot of nudity, so be
prepared." I drove a11 the way to the end of a road the ranger directed me to and took a
left; I found an open space on the periphery of Black Rock City to can1p.

It was about 4:00 a.m. and I was exhausted. I fell asleep in the back of my Honda
Pilot as I sifted through my conversation with the pagan ranger. Purely subjective claims
about God or gods reduce to meaningless tautologies; if no particular religion or
spirituality is right or wrong, the notion, "Paganism allows me to honor all gods," is
meaning! ess.

3

The playa is the center and main surface where "The Man" is erected among a variety of art
displays. Over 100 structures, sculptures, and constructs litter the playa.

4

An EPIC Week in the Desert
Burning Man is EPIC in Leonard Sweet's terms: everyone Experiences, everyone
Paiiicipates in the mystique of Burning Man, Burning Man's eclectic array of Images of
hope, fear and the future are reflected in new realities, and new worlds emerge from a
primal drive in Burners to survive together in Community. 4
The Burning Man activities catalogue, Who, FVhere, When, contains sixty pages of
epic events, displays, and lectures for Burners' individual and group participation.
"Brand-UR-*@! 'N More Fun" promises, "We will stimulate your entire being, from
to your*@! Start by baring that cheeky butt at the hitching post and get a
special,

and purely pleasurable brand. Bare your hopes and fears at the Black Rock

Super. therapisL Need more? Enjoy a Martini at the Barry White Memorial Bar while
soaking in our hot tub." A sampling of other Burner experiences include participation in
sado-masochistic bondage at the "Temple of Atonement," a "professionally staffed
and dungeon, a place ofrespect, vulnerability, and beauty," offering "an
exquisite trip into the world of pleasure and pain." The "Burning Desires Meeting,"
offers recovery for burned-out Burners. Other activities include, "Yoga in the Morning,"
4

Postmodern epistemology is EPIC; pragmatism inspires postmoderns to seek Experience over
truth. ''When postmodems say 'Get real;' they don't mean 'Prove it!' and they don't mean 'Give me the
Truth.' They mean 'Give me an experience, and then I'll see whether or not I believe it.' For something to
be real, it doesn't need to be proven--only experienced." Postmodems have need to Participate, they "just
do it;" they are not spectators. "Postmodern culture is an 'age of participation,' an 'age of access."'
Postmoderns are not responsive to logical propositions; but rather they are responsive to the seemingly
infinite aii-ay oflmages (signs, symbols). "Postmodern is another name for interactive everything."
Postrnoderns are Communal, "The declining quality of human relationships makes people yearn for
community all the more." Leonard Sweet, Soul Tsunami (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1999), 215-20.

5

Party," "Blood of Mary Communion," "Black Rock Bible Burning Party: This is a
baptism by fire into the rational future. Join us as we bid farewell to the irrational
religions of the past and clear the way for the New Scientism. Bring your Bibles, Torahs,
Qurans, Rig Vedas, Dianetics, Bhagavad Gitas, Tao Te Chings, etc., and ritualistically set
them ablaze. We will burn them all," and "Occult Cocktail & Mummy Wrapping:
Magicians, Sorcerers, Witches, Sacred Whores, Chaotes, Priests and all other
practitioners of Thee Magickal Arts take heed ... We will be unwrapping a freshly
unearthed Mummy to observe first hand the ancient Mysteries of the mighty Egyptians,
knowledge and techniques to hone our mastery of the Unseen

Forces."
ultimate finale of the Burning Man experience is the turning of"The Man" in
the playa's center into a flan1ing inferno at the end of the week. This is conceived as a
transcendent experience celebrated in a plurality of ways: the postmodern participant
views the extinguishing of the all-powerful "I" Descartes' cogito ergo sum; Buddhists
celebrate the cycle of death and rebirth on the wheel oflife; Hindus see the absolution of
the personal into the impersonal universal soul, and to the mystic, heaven and earth melt
into one in the ignited frame of the Man.

7

"Guenilla Poetry Open Mic ... bringing peace rhymes for wartimes and words of hope
for a better future," "Sex After 60 Demonstration," "Gnome Adoption Agency: Come
adopt your very own garden gnome," "Vodka Snorting," "Divination Station," "Brutal
Rationality Counseling: You've tried therapists, drugs, perhaps even a few retreats, but
you know you're still not right in the head ... We are not board certified anything,"
"Princess Reform School," "AA Meeting-Queers, Crackpots and Fallen Women,"
"Think Different, Think Evil, Wanted: Intelligent, motivated, resourceful, easily
cmrupted, and ethically shortsighted individuals to participate in an exciting global
initiative," "Buming Man: The Musical!, Greasier than Grease, cattier
Cats
Tour,

hairier than Hair!," "Erotic Tickling Workshop," "Nature's Magical Mystery
God Box Afi:emoon Opening: An equal opportunity mystical experience,
to aH Burners," "Naked Gun: Cool off during the hottest part of the day!," "One

Stop Service Station: Do you fear the past and hope for the future? Have your cards read
by

into

a spanking to grow on," "God/Goddess Encounter: Come and be initiated
art of experiencing your lover as a god or goddess," "Messiah for A Minute:

Might you be the Messiah? We will decide and reward you accordingly ... Accept our
devotion or feel our wrath," "Porn Stars on the Esplanade! The naughtiest game on the
playa," "Arabian Nights Couples Party: Bisexual couples welcome in our darkened den
of hedonism," "The XEssential Experience ... a live performance that connects light and
to exemplify the creative potential of the conscious human spirit," "Porta-Pottie

6

The Week Begins
The water truck sprays down the cracked, dusty, alkaline paths throughout Black
Rock City every morning. It also provides a morning shower for a half-dozen to a dozen
naked screaming men (and some days, a woman or two) running behind it.
As I walked to the porta-potties, I observed that tutus, long skirts in a variety of
bright colors, tight satin panties (pink appeared to be in vogue), tight tank tops with
spaghetti straps and exposed midriffs, tight fitting, brightly colored mini-skirts
,complimented with a tee-shirt sporting a vulgar image or saying or both appeared to be
for the day. The women were less into fashion, the preferred style, for
many nm~a.rE:a to be high-cut black tennis shoes, shorts, or Catholic school-girl type

plaid

(they went beyond bare midriffs.) For others, men and women, full-nudity

seemed to ease the anxiety over what to wear for the day's activities.
I spent my first day walking around the camp area on the esplanade and the piaya,
taking pictures of the strange art, talking to people, and hearing their stories. Sychar and
his wifo are from New York City. Sychar ovms a studio; he is an artist, a photographer,
and a documentary film maker; he has been dreaming about the day he could come to
Burning Man.
"Mick," (his real nan1e is Ebal; he does a great Mick Jagger imitation) is
originally from Afghanistan and is now an American citizen (his earliest childhood
memories of America are Richard Nixon's resignation from his presidency and the New

8

York Knicks winning the NBA championship.) Ebal is with another man, Ryan. Ebal and
~.

Ryan are stewards for a major airliner. Katie came to my campsite to borrow some tools
so she could put a basket on her bicycle. Katie is with several of her friends; they are all
students at the University of Oregon. At sunset, the young coeds ritualistically run around
topless in the open-space beyond the last row of campsites. Russell is a middle-aged man
from Santa Cruz, California. Russell's camp is set up behind mine in an area off-limits to
any cars and in the coed's playground.

People stayed up all night and all day, they never seemed to sleep, though I am
sme

of them caught up on their rest while passed out during the day. Large, float-

like monstrosities, lit up with various colored tube lighting and blaring music, went up
the dusty alkaline paths running through the campsites throughout the night;
alcohol, drugs and riotous hedonistic pleasure fueled Burners' desires.
While at my can1psite, I sat on a chair next to my Honda Pilot and watched,
listened to, and greeted people. Many people stopped and talked to me. Sychar and his
wife were very open to the gospel. \Ve talked about spirituality and Sychar's perceptions
of the church. Burners are hungry for spiritual experience, but the last place on earth they
can

finding it is in the church! Russell and I started a conversation about the

interconnectedness of the essential elements (particles) of the universe that would
continue through the week. Katie and her friends were very intrigued with my

9

adventures, the "sins of my youth" at the University of Oregon, and how I became a
pastor.
A sudden, raging windstorm shattered the tranquility of the third evening; fierce
winds swept across the desert floor. My tent collapsed immediately; I placed my cooler,
my camp stove and anything else I could find that would not blow away on top of my tent
to keep it from being airmailed back to Oregon. I ran over to Russell's campsite to help
him tie dovvn his awning. Jack, a young man from Eugene, Oregon, outfitted in shorts,
boots, and an old, World War I "Mad Max" type leather flight cap (the ears were flapping
wind), and black round goggles quickly showed up to help.
While we struggled to secure Russell's big awning into the desert floor, Jack
looked

at me

yelled, "Do you have hope, Mac?" I looked at Jack, he was covered

·with the desert's alkali and orange dirt; he looked like a big goggled chicken breast rolled
in flour and com meal!
sure do Jack," I said. "My hope is in a person, my hope is in Jesus Christ; he's
the Source of my faith, he's my hope!"
"Wow!" Jack resounded. "Are you like some big time Christian, Mac?"
Jack is desperately searching for any hope he can find for the future of the planet; he
fears some great catastrophic event such as a comet colliding with the earth, a nuclear
vvar, or worldvvide pestilence may destroy the cosmos. With camping gear, tarps and tents
flying by us and as Russell's awning was consuming the wind like a huge parachute,
10

dragging us across the desert floor, I offered Jack a better story in place of his dreadful
tale of faith, fear and future; faith, hope and love can be known in Jesus Christ; Jesus
brings hope and assurance, the future is in his hand.
We finally got Russell's camp firmly anchored. Jack left to help another Burner in
distress and Russell invited me to stay and talk with him. Russell ascribes to Buddhist
ethics and relates them to quantum physics. 5 I listened to him intently; Russell is a
brilliant but refreshingly humble man. Russell's world-view perceives the universe as an
interconnected, organic whole.
a transcendent," I asked. "How can ethics be possible? How can

physicist, himself a part of everything interconnected in the universe, speak of justice
a transcendent?"
Russell readily conceded the physicist is part of the interconnectedness of all
things but he countered by asserting that, "the need of a transcendent does not necessarily
point to

God of the Bible."

5

Buddhist ethics refer to the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path. The first noble truth
the existence of suffering; the second noble truth acknowledging that the cause of suffering
is the craving desire for sensual pleasure; the third noble truth is the ending of suffering and the fourth leads
to the eightfold path: the first step is right views, accepting the four noble truths and the eightfold path;
right resolve, the renouncing of sensual pleasure is the second step; right speech, do not lie, slander, etc., is
the third step; right behavior, do not destroy any living creature, is the fourth step; right occupation, earn
your livelihood is the fifth step; right effort, preventing evil and promoting good is the sixth step; right
contemplation, tree of desire and son-ow is the seventh step and the eighth step is right meditation, entering
the four degrees of meditation. See, for example, Josh McDowell and Don Stewart, Handbook of Today's
Religions
Bernardino, CA: Here's Life, 1983), 304-324.
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"The most profound thing about the God of the Bible is that not all things are the
same to him," I retorted. "He possesses personality; He has moral character. Some things
in His creation conform to His character, other things do not. This sharply distinguishes
the God of biblical revelation from the concept of God in Hinduism or Buddhism, in
these religions, ultimate reality is an impersonal universal identified in essence with the
cosmos; pantheism fails to distinguish between good and bad, righteousness and evil,
compassion and exploitation; human rights are meaningless." 6 Russell and I decided to
take up our conversation later, and I departed for another long waik.

r;-1y walk around the playa, talking to people about their art, and
listening to their stories, Ryan came across the path to talk to me. "Why are you here?"
he
"I want to be more like Jesus, Ryan," I said.
Ryan, while still standing, turned towards the tents, travel trailers, canopies and
that are Black Rock City, temporary home to thirty thousand Burners,

motor

"Yeah, Jesus spent a lot of time with tax collectors, prostitutes and sinners; just like all of
us."
My eyes filled with tears, "Yeah, Ryan, just like all of us."

6

This argument is a paraphrase of an argument delivered by Francis Schaeffer, "Christian Faith

and Human Rights," quoted in John Warwick Montgomery, Human Rights and Human Dignity (Grand

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986), 113.
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Later, Ebal (Mick) came back across the dusty path, bringing his chair with him,
he sat down, and asked, "So why are you here?"
"Because I want to be more like Jesus," I said. "Why are you here, Mick? Why
did you come to Burning Man?"
Mick said he was seeking a "transcendent experience." There are as many
interpretations of the meaning of a "transcendent experience" as there are people who
come to Burning Man; nevertheless, most agree a hoped for, deeply felt spiritual
experience draws people to the Nevada desert.
(Mick) was raised Muslim, his parents are devout
longer

but Ebal no

Islam and is inclined towards Buddhist ethics without a comprehensive
Buddhism. Ebal attended a Catholic School in Brooklyn as a child and is

familiar with basic Christian teachings. His response to why I ca.me to Burning Man was
theologically Islamic: "Jesus was a great prophet in line with the other prophets."
me, Mick," I asked, "When Jesus came into Jernsalem, the final week of his
life

the common people praised him as the 'Blessed One' and he went into the

Temple and turned over the tables of the money changers and ran them out of God's
house,

do you think was going on?"
was acting like a prophet," Ebal said.
"Yes, Mick, his actions were prophetic. Like Jeremiah, he prophesied the near

future destmction of the Temple as climatic to his ministry, and the Temple was
13

destroyed by the Romans in A.D. 70. But his actions in the Temple indicated he was
much more than a prophet. His disruption of the daily sacrifice, more specifically, his
intenuption of the sacrifice and preparation of the paschal lambs to be eaten by faithful
Jews for Passover at the end of the week, was because he himself was to be sacrificed at
the end of the week; he is God's Paschal Lamb 'who takes away the sins of the world.'
The Temple cult ritual was means for the forgiveness of the sins of the people;
Jesus was replacing the Temple and the Passover lan1b with himself and his work on the
Cross as means of atoning for the people's sins. Jesus did and said things reserved only
for

to do and to say.
Either

was the divine Son of God, come dovm from heaven and therefore,

he v;as much inore th<:m a prophet, or he was a false prophet. And if Jesus was a false
prophet, the prophetic lineage in Islam breaks down; Muhammad is not a prophet. But if
Jesus possesses divine authority to do and say things reserved only for Yahweh, if he
shares the throne of Yahweh, then Muhammad and all of humanity must bow their knee
to him and worship him as Lord."
Ebal was silent for a few minutes. I reached over to him and placed my hand on
his shoulder, "Have I offended you, Mick?"
"No," he said. "I'll be back." Mick picked up his chair and walked back across the
path.

14

I took another long walk. People were lined up outside the "Erogenous Zone" on
the playa's boardwalk, the esplanade. Next door, women were learning how to slide up
and down a pole; I quickly discerned this had nothing to do with a Black Rock City
volunteer fire department. A vampire, four long fangs protruding out of his mouth, his
shoulders draped in a red cape, walked by; I got a great picture. (The vampire was far less
frightening than the naked elderly couple following closely behind him!)
On my way back to my campsite, I encountered two men, both were at least sixfeet-six; their naked bodies were totally coated with white alkaline! They were apparently
depictiug they were survivors from the raging wind stom1 the night before! I couldn't
help commenting on how great I thought that was! The porta-potties were getting really
fuH; it was a matter of survival until the end of the week.
As I an-ived back at my car, Sychar and his \vife, both naked, stood in front of
their van facing my campsite. A friendly young couple, they were really enjoying their
experience at Burning Man. They touched my heart, and I hoped somehow I could show
them Jesus and his love for them.
Ebal (Mick) and Ryan came back across the path to continue our conversation.
Mick resounded, "God is glorious; God is above all creation; God is incomprehensible;
God doesn't have a son; God doesn't have relatives; God stands alone as holy and
unapproachable; God would never reduce himself to becoming man, that's blasphemy!
The Jews believe in only one God, like Islan1; God is one!"
15

"Do you know, Mick," I said. "The Jews considered the Messiah to be the Son of
David?"
"Yes," he responded. "David was Jewish, was he not?"
"Yes."
"TI1en how is it David said, 'The Lord said unto my Lord, sit at my right hand
until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet;' if David calls the Messiah 'Lord,'
how can he then be his son?
Ebal was unresponsive so I continued. "In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus boldly

s controlling narrative, the story by which they live: You have heard
that it was said ... But I tell you.' 7 'You have heard it was said, Do not commit adultery.
1 tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery

with her in his heart.' 'You have heard that it was said, Love your neighbor and hate your

I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.' Jesus is

enemy.

replacing the Torah, the source oflsrael's controlling narrative, with himself; he is not
nullifying the Torah, he is its fulfillment. Jesus consistently said and did things reserved
only for Yahweh to say and to do."
was contemplative and Ryan excused himself to go back across the path to
prepare dir1ner. I again reached over to Mick and placed my hand on his shoulder, "Mick,
I agree with you, God would not reduce himself to become a man; God added man to
7

Matthew 5:21-48 records six antitheses, subversive to Israel's controlling narrative, that include:
murder, adultery, divorce, oaths, justice, and love for one's enemies.

16

himself, this is the whole point of the gospel, God added man to himself and plunged into
the depravity, the wickedness, the evil, the sin and the suffering of our world for our
sakes. 'For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich yet for
your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich,' \vrote
Paul. You've come here for a transcendent experience; God can give you that and so
much more, he can give you a relationship with himself through faith in his Son Jesus
Christ. What do you think Mick?"
Before Mick departed for dinner, he kindly told me how impressed he was that
someone

me v-.10uld be so open to others, especially the type that would attend

Burning Man. Mick and I stood to our feet and hugged one another. Mick's sentiments
mowd me deeply; there are no "others" just "one another" we all have a story and we all

Jesus.

Watching for Cows and Cops
end of the week had

~mived.

Before leaving Burning Man, I went back over

to Russell's campsite to say goodbye. Russell holds a PhD in physics from MIT, this

confim1ed my suspicion I was not his intellectual equal.
I went next door to Sychar's and his wife's campsite. Sychar and his wife were
preparing to leave but Sychar took a moment to tell me he could not help overhearing my
conversations with Mick and various people who stopped by my campsite. He said he
listened intently; he had never heard the gospel expressed as he had heard it at Burning
17

Man. He reached out to me and hugged me, holding me in his arms for a minute. Sychar
and his wife wanted to know about churches in New York City they could check out and
hear things like they did at Burning Man.
As I was leaving Black Rock City in my rearview mirror, I stopped at the gate. An
old gray bearded, rotund man stumbled out of a lhtle green shack; he was busy pulling up
his pants as he came up to the side of my car, "Did you have a good time?"
"Yeah," I said, "I know Jesus a lot better now!"
"Un11nm ... Well, make sure you look out for cows and cops! They're watching
us." I

he meant the cops, not the cows, were watching for all of us Burners.

Conclusion: Glimpsing the Character of the Incarnation
Dallas Willard gives us a glimpse of the humility and poverty of the Incarnation:
"When Jesus deals with moral evil and goodness, he does not begin by theorizing. He
plunges immediately (Matthew 5:21-44) into the guts of human existence; raging anger,
contempt, hatred, obsessive lust, divorce, verbal manipulation, revenge, slapping, suing,
cursing, coercing, and begging." 8 Jesus had not abandoned me at the Nevada border when
I stopped for gas, he had gone on ahead of me where he was waiting for me to join him in
his work on the extreme cultural margins-wherever Jesus is, nightclubs, Burning Man
or Sunday morning service, the kingdom of God is present. Although many of the people

8

Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (San Francisco: Harper, 1997), 129.
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Jesus loves to hang out with make me uncomfortable, I want to be where Jesus is and do
what he is doing.

19

CHAPTER2
CHRIST'S TABLE FELLOWSHIP AND THE CHURCH'S VOCATION

Contemporary culture is experiencing a paradigmatic shift of seismic proportions
from modernity to post-modernity. Most adult Christians heard the gospel and learned to
"flesh it out" in a modernist context. In this context, life is progressing forward, success
is just around the comer, and every problem eventually works itself out. Modernity's
shelf-life is expiring; the closing of the twentieth century was marked by a rapidly
eroding trust in the Enlightenment's vision ofreason's power to provide a universally
valid foundation for knowledge.
church is now confronted with new ways to think about her faith and how it
relates to

world. Many Christians, however, do not see the church making a

difference in the culture in which they spend their forty to sixty hour work weeks.
Unfulfilled prophecies of revival and renewal have left many Christians disillusioned.
Church is boring; it is the last place people think of when they are searching for creative
ways to make a difference in society. And although we live in a day where people are
willing to go way out of their way to find spiritual power, even to the remoteness of the
Nevada desert, they would never think oflooking for it in the church!
The Church's Vocation
The church's vocation is to be for the world what Jesus was for Israel. The
purpose of this chapter is to:
20

1. Develop what Jesus was for Israel and what the church is to be for the world.
2. Discuss how the mindset of large portions of the evangelical church restricts
God's people from being for the world what Jesus was for Israel.
3. Develop a narrative survey of Jesus' table-fellowship for the purpose of
constructing a symbolic paradigm of what Jesus was for Israel and what the
church is to be for the world.

Until You Become Like Us, You Do Not Belong Here
Significant portions of the evangelical church see themselves at the center as
powerful, successful, and established. The church's perception of herself at the center
V"'"~'""

her into believing that anyone who is not with her is either against her or worse,

they are simply irrelevant. Jim Wallis describes church life and theological perceptions
"'at the center" from "left" to "right":
God is personal, but never private. If God is not personal, there is little meaning
to faith. It merely becomes a philosophy or a set of teachings from religious
figures who died long ago. Without a personal God, there is no personal
dimension to belief. There is no relationship to God, no redemption, salvation,
grace or forgiveness. There is no spiritual transformation without a personal God,
and no power that can really change our lives beyond mere self-improvement. In
today's world, there is one over-riding and key distinction in all of the religion
that is growing-a God who desires relationship with each person. Much of
liberal religion has lost the experience of a personal God, and that is the primary
reason why liberal Christianity is not growing. And without a personal God,
liberal faith will never grow. 9

9

Jim Wallis, God's Politics (San Francisco: Harper, 2005), 34-35.
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Progressive (Liberal) Christianity's impersonal, unknown god is a mere impulse
incapable of defining evil, much less imposing moral imperatives; Liberal Christianity is
powerless and lifeless.
However, that personal God is never private. Restricting God to private space was
the great heresy of twentieth-century American evangelicalism. Denying the
public God is a denial of biblical faith itself, a rejection of the prophets, the
apostles, and Jesus himself. Exclusively private faith degenerates into a narrow
religion, excessively preoccupied with individual and sexual morality while
almost oblivious to the biblical demands for public justice. In the end, private
faith becomes a merely cultural religion providing the assurance ofrighteousness
10
for people just like us.
Dualism is symptomatic of"restricting God to private space." 11 Dualism creates a
shado\\')' and impure world of matter, time and body and the
world of beauty, truth, and goodness knovvn to the spirit and the intellect
rather than the senses."

12

The "changeless world of beauty, truth, and goodness" is

privatized in the church; creation is fallen and corrupt and therefore culture is essential!y
evil and beyond redemption.

10

13

Consequently, the church is seized by an excessive

Ibid.

11

Dualism is used in this section to describe the church's external sense of the need to draw sharp
lines of demarcation between sacred and secular, the church and the world, Christ and culture.
12

Allen Lewis, Between Cross & Resurrection, A Theology ofHoly Saturday (Grand Rapids, Ml:
William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 124.
13

This paper refers to a post-platonic, Hellenistic dualism.
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preoccupation "with individual and sexual morality while almost oblivious to the biblical
demands for public justice." 14
The church's mental apartheid seduces her into posturing herself at the center;
she is wealthy and powerful and the exclusive presence of the kingdom of God. The
church's psychopathology constructs walls instead of bridges and expresses to the
culture: "Come to us and become 'just like us' and then we will love you."
Dualism is a systemic problem in large portions of the evangelical, ' fundamentalist church. Dualism keeps the church from obedience to its vocation to be for
wbat Jesus was for Israel.

Christ's Table-Fellowship: This Man Eats with Sinners
"This man welcomes sim1ers and eats with them" (Luke 15:2). Jesus' open tablefellowship with sinners was controversial and symbolic; however, rather than
illuminating, Israel's controlling narrative concealed the symbolic significance of Jesus'
table-fellowship. 15 For the marginalized, the "sinners" who gathered around Jesus to hear
him (Luke 15: I), the symbolic meaning of their relationship with Christ was clear:
relationship with Jesus assured a place setting at the messianic banquet.

14

Since Descartes, western ontological dualism, (the sharp distinction between "physical" and
"spiritual" or "material" and "non-material") would be alien to Paul and his original audiences.
15

See N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1992), PART III: First-Century Judaism within the Greco-Roman World, 145-279 for full discussion of
Israel's controlling narrative during the Second Temple Period.
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Excluding the three meals surveyed below in the homes of Pharisees, there are
eight meals that explicitly reveal the kingdom of God, and all of these meals place Christ
on the cultural margins with first century Burners, "sinners, tax collectors and
prostitutes." Christ's table-fellowship is, therefore, revelation of where the church will
find Jesus. Jesus plunges into the guts of human existence; he is on the periphery among
the poor, exploited, and disenfranchised.
Christ's table-fellowship incarnates God's restoration eschatology. Jesus'
welcome of the poor and the outcasts was a sign that the real return from exile, the
of sins, and the renewal of the covenant was taking place: "The 'resurrection'
\:Vas coming into being; and if the new age was dawning, those who wanted to belong to it
(as in Deuteronomy and Jeremiai_""l) have to repent." 16
The motif of Christ's table-fellowship manifesting the kingdom of God is
uniquely dispersed throughout the gospel accounts of Jesus' table-fellowship:
Of all the means by which Jesus could have chosen to be remembered, he chose to
remembered by a meal. What he considered memorable and characteristic
his ministry was his table-fellowship. The meal, one of humankind's most basic
and common practices, was transformed by Jesus into an occasion of divine
encounter. It was in the sharing of food and drink that he invited his companions

16

N. T. Wight, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 255. See also,
Craig Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, Jesus' Meals With Sinners (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press,
2005), 102 and Marcus Borg, Conflict, Holiness, and Politics in the Teaching ofJesus (New York: Mellon,
1984), 13 5. The requirement of repentance before entering the kingdom of God is consistent with Jesus'
message, e.g., Matthew 4:17.
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to share in the grace of God. The quintessence of Jesus' redemptive mission was
revealed in his eating with sinners, repentant and unrepentant alike. 17
The unifying themes of Christ's table-fellowship are: (1) an inaugural eschatology: Jesus
was announcing the corning of the kingdom of God; (2) a restoration eschatology: Jesus
was enacting Israel's return from exile, the forgiveness of their sins and the renewal of
Yahweh's covenant; and (3) a realized eschatology: the kingdom of God about to burst
into human history through Jesus is the first-fruits of a still future kingdom to come.
The subversive character of Jesus' table-fellowship, including a broad cross
'"'"'"''·'"''" of people in the Synoptic tradition, satisfies the multiple attestation criteria for the
authenticity of the texts surveyed below. The meals of Jesus also satisfy the criterion of
with si1mers is unique in the ancient Palestinian context.
Further, Jesus' table-fellowship coheres with his teaching throughout the gospel
narratives about the kingdom of God.

18

In addition to the standard criteria including multiple attestation, dissimilarity,
Palestinian context, and coherence, Wright further calls for a "double similarity and
dissimilarity." He writes, "When something can be seen to be credible (though perhaps
deeply subversive) within first-century Judaism, and credible as the implied starting point
(though not the exact replica) of something in later Christianity, there is a strong

17

C. T. McMahan, "Meals As Type-Scenes in the Gospel of Luke" (PhD diss., Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary, 1987), J, quoted in Craig Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, Jesus' Meals With
Sinners, 163.
is See Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, 19-31 for elaboration of these criteria.
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possibility of our being in touch with the genuine history of Jesus." 19 Satisfaction of the
criterion of double similarity and dissimilarity dispels notions that a saying could have
been the product of the later church rather than original.
The meal motif in the gospels remains a conspicuous feature of Christian
fellowship everywhere and in every age. More specifically, the primitive Christian
Church continued "the breaking of bread" together as a central part of their faith in Jesus
(Acts 2:42). Paul's words in his first letter to the Corinthians (11 :23-26) recall the
· church's sacred tradition and practice of the Eucharist: "For I received from the Lord
l

passed onto you."
The wedding feast of the Lamb is a glorious picture of Jesus' table-fellowship

outside the gospel tradition. The redeemed from every age, tongue, ethnicity, and
nationality wiB come together as the Bride of Christ to share in the wedding banquet
prepared for them by their Lord at the end of the age (Rev. 19:7-9).
As infeffed above, the imagery of many of Jesus' meals (particularly the eight
meals with his disciples and the marginalized) foreshadow the wedding feast of the Lamb
at the close of the age. Jesus' enactment of the coming kingdom of God and the future
messianic banquet was viewed as scandalous because he extended Yahweh's covenant to
al1 the wrong people. 20 Nevertheless, Jesus consistently appears to believe that his

19

Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 132.
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A few scholars have argued that the festive character of Jesus' table-fellowship evinces a GrecoRoman form of banqueting referred to as symposium. Symposia included a fonnal meal eaten by people
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presence constitutes the kingdom of God. This is an outstanding theme of the first of the
eleven meals surveyed in this chapter.

Jesus' Table-Fellowship: Enacting Israel's Vocation

Mark 2:13-17 and Matthew 9:9-13: Jesus Attends a Party
Perhaps Jesus appeared to be more of a party animal than a Messiah on such
occasions as his appearance at Matthew's house where a crowd of "sinners and tax
eollectors" just like Levi, himself a former despised toll-collector, were present for a
21

Mark states that at this early period in Jesus' ministry, "there were many who
followed him" (Mark 2: 15). By way of his eating with the ceremonially unclean and the
wicked, Jesus subverts social conventions, but what appears scandalous in the
eyes of the Pharisees is in reality the manifestation of the kingdom of God. 22

reclining on couches. The meal was followed by the drinking of wine, discussion ofa variety of
controversial topics musical entertainment, and often sexual exploitation. Blomberg debunks the claim that
symposia had become ubiquitous in first-century Jewish culture. He contends, for example, the messianic
banquet is consumed while being seated as opposed to reclining. The biblical tradition consistently portrays
those eating a formal meal sitting. Whereas the "breaking of bread" was an important role assumed by the
father in Jewish circles, this had no significance in the Greco-Roman symposia. The Jews were concerned
with ceremonial cleanliness and the Greeks were not. Contagious Holiness, 84, 94-95.
21

Blomberg notes that Semitic as well as Greek constructions sometimes allow for one noun form
such as "tax collectors" to be a subset for the others such as "sinners." Nevertheless, Matthew and his
friends are viewed as corrupt beyond the general immorality ascribed to Jews living under Roman
occupation. Ibid., 99.
22

Blomberg notes the verb idontes translated "saw" in Mark 2: 16 may simply mean "finding out."

fbid., 100.
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Ben Witherington observes that Jesus' calling of Levi and his companions (Mark
2:14) points to messianic forgiveness. Consequently, the meal Jesus shared with Matthew
and his friends symbolized the anticipated messianic banquet at the end of the age. 23
Moreover, Blomberg acknowledges the "imperfect tense for 'they were following' could
suggest ongoing action and some measure of commitment to Jesus over a period of
time."24 Mark's implication is clear: these tax collectors and sinners have already
r
repented._)

Messianic images from Isaiah (25:6-9) reveal Christ's holy presence having
the fo1merly unholy company of Levi and his friends. The kingdom of God
belongs to the poor in spirit who have recognized Christ's kingship in his impoverished
state;

and his friends are celebrating Jesus' acceptance of themselves and their

consequent entry into the kingdom of God.
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Ben Witherington III, The Gospel ofMark: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids,
Ml: William B. Eerdmans. 2001), 123.
24

Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, 100. Luke's parallel account (5:27-32) informs asserts Levi
"left everything" (v. 28) to follow Jesus.
25

Mark had made implicit what Luke makes explicit: "I have not come to call the righteous but
sinners to repentance" (Luke 5:32).
26

Christ's "impoverished state" refers to 2 Corinthians 8:9: "For you know the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty
might become rich."
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Matthew 14:13-21, Mark 6:30-44, Luke 9:10-17,
and John 6:1-13: A New Exodus
The second meal surveyed is revelation of a new Exodus. The new Exodus Jesus
is enacting does not distinguish between the ceremonially clean and the unclean of Israel.
AH four gospels record Jesus' feast with 5,000 people. Only Mark alludes to the gathered
crowds as "sheep without a shepherd" (Mark 6:34). 27 Mark's allusion appears to point to
messianic significance. Mark's narrative repeatedly places Jesus in solitary, remote
places (Mark 6:32; 35). Mark draws his readers into a story of Jesus' reenactment of the
Exodus; the multiplication of bread in the wilderness is a sign of covenant renewal. 28
feeding of the multitude in the wilderness appears to point to the promise of

the J:v!essiah' s

with men in the wilderness (Isa. 25:6-9); however, the austerity of

the feeding is more reminiscent of the Exodus. 29 The imagery of a new Moses
miraculously multiplying the fare of a common meal to a spiritually wandering people
anticipates a restored, renewed Israel (Mark 6:41). The majority of people present are
common Galileans including fanners, fishermen, and homemakers.

27

Matthew 9:36 refers to Jesus' compassion for the crowds who were like sheep without a
shepherd. Jesus tells parables about lost sheep and a shepherd and a shepherd with sheep and goats (Matt
18: l-l 4; Luke l 5:3-7). Jesus refers to Himself as the good Shepherd in John l 0: 11. Mark and Matthew
place Zechariah l3:7, "strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered," on Jesus' lips.
28

Wright remarks, "Negatively, this covenant renewal meant judgment falling on the nation: the
parable of Luke 13:6-9 (the fig tree that eventually bears no fruit) becomes an acted parable in Matthew
21.18-20/Mark 11.12-25, where it clearly symbolizes the same as the action in the Temple, i.e., the
inm1inentjudgment that will fall on impenitent Israel," Jesus and the Victory a/God, 193.
29

W. L. Lane, The Gospel According to Mark (Grand Rapids, Ml: William B. Eerdmans, 1974),

232-233.
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Blomberg observes, "By Pharisaic standards, one must describe this gathering as
ritually impure."30 The remote location does not allow for cleansing rites to be observed
much less for it to be by invitation only; the unclean and the ritually clean sat side-byrejoicing together in their inclusion in the kingdom of God. 31 Jesus' symbolic
redefinition of the kingdom of God is grassroots and God's apocalyptic drama is enacted
on the margins. Consequently, Christ's table fellowship is marked by inclusion; albeit
relationship with Jesus and entrance into the Kingdom is preceded by repentance (Mark

1:] 5).

Mark 8:1-10 and Matthew 15:32-39:
Inclusion in the Kingdom of God
The third meal surveyed is revelation of the new Covenant. The new Covenant
does not distinguish between Jew and Gentile. Mark and Matthew's accounts are paraliel
revelations of another miraculous feeding of a multitude. A large crowd of 4,000 people
have

listening to Jesus for three days, and during this time, they have had nothing to

eat (Mark 8:2).
Jesus is concerned for the peoples' physical welfare; they need food before their
departure for some have come from a long distance (Mark 8:3). Witherington comments
about those who have traveled a long distance to see and hear Jesus:

30

Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, 106.

31

J.B. Green, The Gospel ofLuke (Grand Rapids, Ml: William B. Eerdmans, 1997), 365.
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Very clearly the first feeding indicates Jesus manifesting himself to Israel as the
new Moses or David.... It is true that both stories take place in an isolated or
deserted location, an allusion perhaps to manna in the wilderness, but as Hurtado
points out, at v.3 it is stressed that some have come from far off, a phrase often
used to speak of Gentile foreigners from distant lands (Isa. 60:4; Jer. 46:27; and
material found only in the Greek version of Jer. 26:27 and 38: 10). The emphasis
in Mark 8 is quite clearly on Jesus feeding Gentiles, though of course the
audience is mixed since it also involves some of the disciples. 32
Whereas imagery of Moses, the Exodus and God's feeding of the Jews in the wilderness
with the manna from heaven again surfaces, Mark's focus appears to be on Jesus'
.. extension of the thrust of the renewed covenant to the Gentile world. Jews and Gentiles
together are no longer in exile, the forgiveness of sins and inclusion in the kingdom of
is not by means of the Temple cult ritual or ethnic identity but through relationship

God's .ivfessiah, Jesus.
The eschatological banquet is clearly in view in Mark's account of Christ's
miraculous feeding of another great crowd in the remote wilderness. Jesus' promise that
will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with

Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven" (Matt. 8: 11) must certainly point to

Matthew 11 :19 and Luke 7:34: "A Glutton and a Drunkard"
Jesus' unqualified acceptance of society's riff-raff was revelation of the coming
of the kingdom of God; however, Jesus' critics, the religious establishment, were

32

Witherington, The Gospel ofMark, 235-236.
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provoked by appearances of inappropriate behavior for a prophet of the kingdom. In the
broader context, John the Baptist is pictured living an ascetic lifestyle; he calls penitent
Israel out to the wildemess to be baptized in preparation for the coming kingdom of God.
Contrarily, Jesus announces the coming kingdom of God through his joyous enactment of
the eschatological banquet with his friends, the tax collectors and sinners. Although their
message is the same, neither prophet of the coming kingdom is able to please "this
generation."33 Consequently, John is accused of having "a demon" and Jesus is accused
of being a "glutton and a drunkard" (Matt. 11: 16-19). 34
Jesus describes John as the last of the Old Testament prophets and "the Elijah
was to come ... He who has ears, let him hear" (Matt. 11: 13-15),35 but the
marginalized Son of Man is a stumbling block to those abhorred by his scandalous table
fellowship. 36 Christ's friends, however, the tax collectors and sinners, view his eating
with them as a tangible symbol of their salvation and their "meals together were an

33

Jesus appears to place himself on the same level as John the Baptist, a notion the primitive
church would have rejected; this point supports textual authenticity. Also, the slander, "glutton and a
drunkard," against Jesus by his critics would most certainly have been offensive to the later church.
34

The accusation, "glutton and drunkard" appears to be a reference to the "rebellious son" who
was worthy of death under Old Testament Law (Deut 13:17, Prov 23:19-21; 28:7).
35

This is evidence of Jesus' intention to celebrate this meal with "sinners" as an enactment of the
messianic banquet.
36

The wrongness of this rejection will become evident when "wisdom is vindicated." The motif
recalls both Wisdom 2 and 5, whose rejected and vindicated protagonist is the spokesman of Wisdom, and
the Parables of Enoch, whose exalted protagonist has some of the characteristics of preexistent Wisdom.
Paradoxically, the son of man's ministry is characterized by the reconciliation of sinners." Anchor Bible
Dictionmy, W.E. George Nickelsburg, "Son of Man," Vol. 6, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York:
Doubleday), 137-150.
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expression of their new relationship with Jesus, which was celebrated as though it was a
new relationship with God." 37
Jesus offered forgiveness of sins on his own authority, replacing the Temple and
Torah with trust in himself, and he included all the wrong people in the coming kingdom
of God. Jesus, therefore, confronts his accusers with the truth that, "the tax collectors and

the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you" (Matt. 21 :31 ). Christ's
table fellowship reveals the spiritual character of the kingdom of God; Jesus' enactment

ofthe eschatological banquet embodies Israel's hope of return from exile, the forgiveness
the restoration of the covenant. 38

John 2:1-11: New Wine
John's account of the miracle of changing water into wine at the wedding in Cana
Jesus' parable of children in the marketplace (Matt. 11: 16-17). Unlike the children
who refused to dance to the music of the flute, Jesus appears to be enjoying the wedding
festivities, which include the consumption of wine.
W11en the wine runs out, Jesus' mother informs him of the need of more wine.
Jesus directs the servants to fill six stone water jars (John 2:3; 6-7). Each of the jars holds
""'''"'"'""' twenty and thirty gallons of water. Jesus instructs the servants to take a cup of

37

David Seccombe, The King of God's Kingdom: A Solution to the Puzzle ofJesus (Carlisle, UK:
Paternoster, 2002), 240.
38

Bonnie L. Pattison, Poverty in the Theology ofJohn Calvin, 151.
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the water to the wedding-master for him to taste it. When the man in charge of the
wedding banquet drinks from the cup, he is amazed at the quality of the wine because
customarily, the best wine was served first and the cheaper wine later. The water Jesus
turned into \.vine is of the highest quality!
The water transformed by Jesus into approximately 120-180 gallons of wine was
poured out of jars used for Jewish purification; this sign points to the transformation of
the old wineskins into new wineskins for the new wine of the coming kingdom of God
(Mark 2:22).

Matthew 26:6-13, Mark 14:3-9, Luke 7:36-50,
and John 12:1-8: Offended Pious
The Pharisees see themselves at the center; they define themselves by who they
exclude. Since Jesus spends much of his time with all the vvrong people, the pious despise
him. The three meals that follow in this survey, therefore, lack the joy and celebration of
the first five and the last three meals.
Jesus ate with a variety of people, usually in ai1 atmosphere of celebration, though
not always. The people Jesus nonnally kept company with were considered to be beyond
the bounds of respectable society. This was perceived as improper behavior for a prophet

of the kingdom. 39
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Wright, Jesus and the Victot)I ~(God, 149.
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The setting for this meal is not the margins but the home of a Pharisee, Simon.
Rather than celebrating with Jesus, Simon was deeply offended by what he viewed as a
seemingly intimate exchange in his home between a woman "who had lived a sinful life

in the town" and Christ (Luke 7:37). Simon is immediately critical of Jesus. This ritually
impure woman touches Jesus; surely if this man is a prophet, thought the Pharisee, Jesus
would be aware of this woman's spiritual condition.40 Luke 7:38 describes the woman's
actions: while weeping at the feet of her Lord, the woman's tears began to cover Jesus'
feet. The woman began wiping Jesus' feet with her long hair. She then poured costly
an alabaster jar on Christ's feet. Blomberg describes the passion exhibited
in the woman's actions:
use of the verb form stresses the repeated, ongoing nature of each stage of
woman's actions. She was standing 'weeping' (klaiousa: an ongoing presenttense participle); she 'began to wet his feet' (indicating that she continued to do
so); and she was kissing him (the imperfect katephilet, indicating ongoing past
action). The anointing is likewise described in the imperfect tense (eleiphen). 41
Simon's offense escalates and Jesus confronts the Pharisee's displeasure with a parable:
men owed money to a certain moneylender," says Christ. "One owed him five
hundred denarii, and the other fifty. Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so

"°

Concerning the woman's spiritual condition, Blomberg notes: "The woman need not be a
prostitute. The other possibilities are that she is the wife of someone with a dishonorable occupation ... a
woman in debt, or an adulteress." Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, 132. Additionally, observes Barbara
Reid, the woman could have been ill, disabled, or she could have had frequent contact with Gentiles, "'Do
You See This Woman?" Luke 7:36-50 as a Paradigm for Feminist Hermeneutics." BR 40: 37-49, quoted in
Blomberg, Contagious Holiness, 132.
41

Ibid., J34.
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he canceled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?" (Luke 7:41-42).
Simon acknowledges the obvious; the man with more debt would be the most grateful
(Luke 7:43).
In Luke 7:44-46, Jesus informs Simon that the humble gestures of the woman
such as the washing of his feet, the welcoming kiss, and the anointing on his head, though
not required, displayed a heart full of love because her many sins have been forgiven (the
woman's actions indicate she had a prior relationship with Jesus). Jesus says to the
woman, "Your sins are forgiven" (Luke 7:48). The offense of the pious Pharisee is now
almost >Nithout bounds because Jesus announces that he himself is making the Temple
obsolete; Christ is inaugurating the kingdom of God but the self-righteous are

cult

unable to see God's gift of salvation in Jesus.

Luke 11 :37-54: External Purity/Internal Impurity
This meal's setting is the home of a certain Pharisee and, once again, the occasion is not
marked by celebration but rather a series of sustained judgment-warnings against the
Pharisees because of their hypocrisy. 42 Rather than preparing for the meal through
ceremonial cleansing, Jesus promptly enters the Pharisee's home and seats himself (Luke
11: 37-38). The host Pharisee is shocked but appears to say nothing. 43 Whether Jesus has

42

Matthew 23: 1-39 reveals a litany of woes leveled by Jesus against the Pharisees. The Matthean
parallel does not place Jesus in the Pharisee's home for a meal.
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discerned the heart of the Pharisee or simply witnessed an expression of astonishment on
his face, Christ initiates an assault on the external display of piety by the Pharisees, which
is disconnected from any internal faith, humility, and charity (Luke 11 :39-41 ). 44
Luke refers to Jesus as "the Lord" (Luke 11 :39) placing Jesus over all of the
guests assembled, to include the host. Christ alone, not the "foolish people" reclining at
the table with him, possesses the unchallenged authority to judge between deviant and
righteous behavior (Luke 11 :40ff). Jesus' inauguration of the kingdom of God and his
restoration eschatology is too large for many among the Pharisees to see; they are too
"''""'. . ·"''-·" on ritual purity and the common man's admiration of themselves to see the
of Christ's solidarity with the poor and the outcasts (Luke 11 :42-54).

Luke 14:1-24: One Greater than the Temple

An outstanding theme of the last of the meals in the home of a Pharisee reveals
the clash between Jesus' restoration eschatology and the political agenda oflsrael's
religious leaders. Jesus is again hosted by a "prominent Pharisee" in his home "one
Sabbath" (Luke 14:1 ). Blomberg observes that when the gospel V\rriters mention the
Sabbath in connection v.1th Jesus' activities they are usually setting the stage for conflict
with

Pharisees and their legal tradition.
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A man suffering from dropsy sits in front of Jesus (Luke 14:2). While the
Pharisees rivet their attention on Jesus and his every move, Christ abruptly confronts his
accusers: "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?" (Luke 14:3 ). While his accusers sit
in silence, Jesus takes the man by the hand and heals him in direct violation of the
Pharisaic interpretation of work on the Sabbath (Luke 14:2-6). 46 This appears to be a trap
for not only was Jesus "being carefully watched" (Luke 14:1) to see if he would take the
bait and heal on the Sabbath, the Pharisees had conspired together following Jesus' last
meal in a Pharisee's home, "to catch him in something" (Luke 11 :54).
transition has Jesus asking his accusers if they would rescue their son or
an ox on the Sabbath, (Luke 14:4-5). Again, the Pharisees refuse to acknowledge Christ.
Following his observance of the guests carefully choosing the places of honor to sit for
this meal, Jesus tells a parable pointing to the potential humiliation some may suffer
when asked to give up their seat of honor for a less honorable seat (Luke 14:7-11). In
verses 16-24, Jesus tells a second parable of those who were invited to a "great banquet"
but sent back excuses for why they could not attend (Luke 14:16-20). When the servant
delivering the invitations reported all the excuses given to him to his master, the "0Vv11er
of the house" became angry and remarkably ordered his servant to invite those generally
considered ceremonially unclean in the eyes of the Pharisees (Luke 14:21-23). Those
oliginaHy invited to the banquet will be turned away forever (Luke 14:24).
46

Dropsy was a disease contracted by people who drank too much. The symptoms were a bloated
condition and an unquenchable thirst.
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As the narrator, Luke forms another transition between the two parables; after
hearing the first parable, one of the guests at the table remarks to Jesus, "Blessed is the
man who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God" (Luke 14:15). This comment,
focusing as it does on the eschatological banquet, appears to strike at the heart of the

controversy between Christ and the Pharisees.
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Wright proposes:

The clash between Jesus and his Jewish contemporaries, especially the Pharisees,
must be seen in terms of alternative political agendas generated by alternative
eschatological beliefs and expectations. Jesus was announcing the kingdom in a
way which did not reinforce, but rather called into question, the agenda of
revolutionary zeal which dominated the horizon of, especially, the dominant
group vvithin Pharisaism. It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that he called into
question the great emphases on those symbols which had become the focal
of that zeal: Sabbath, food taboos, ethnic identity, ancestral land, and ultimately
the Temple itself. 48
Jesus affirmed Israel's destiny and vocation but to do this, he had to subvert the Pharisaic
interpretation of Israel's story, particularly how the Second Temple Jewish controlling
narrative was expressed in the nationalistic symbols.
The Second Temple Jewish controlling narrative did not include people outside
the Jewish community. The Targum to Isaiah 25:6 envisages Yahweh preparing a meal
for all nations but instead of honor, inescapable plagues overcome the Gentile world.
Jesus must restore the original meaning and thrust of the Abrahamic Covenant. 49
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Through his calling people to repentance, forgiving their sins and welcoming
them into the kingdom of God, Jesus was proclaiming that in himself, "something greater
than the Temple is here .... [But] wrapped in her own aspirations," Israel could not
"recognize the coming of the kingdom when it stood before her in flesh and blood. " 50
The following sections address those who welcome the coming kingdom. The
significance of Christ's solidarity with the poor and the outcasts reaches the heart of a
man formerly indifferent to their plight.

Luke 19: 1-10: Exchanging Wealth for Poverty
Zacchaeus is a "chief tax collector" and, therefore, a very wealthy man at Israel's
Consequently, Zacchaeus was despised by the Pharisees and the Jewish people
in general who regarded him as the moral equivalent of a leper (Luke 19:2), but
Zacchaeus desperately "wanted to see who Jesus was" (Luke 19:3). 51
Zacchaeus is, however, too short to see over the large crowd gathered for Jesus'
arrival in Jericho, so he climbed a sycamore tree that was directly in Jesus' path. Jesus
looked up, saw Zacchaeus perched in the tree, and said, "Zacchaeus, come down
immediately. I must stay at your home today" (Luke 19:5). To the shock of the crowd,
who would have been inclined to view Jesus' willingness to stay with Zacchaeus as
50
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Blomberg observes the imperfect tense ofzeteo, which suggests continual or ongoing seeking
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why Luke does not explain Zaccheaus was so determined to see Jesus.
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tantamount to sharing in his sin, Zacchaeus scurries down the tree and gladly welcomes
Jesus into his house (Luke 19:6-7). 52
Zacchaeus publicly announces his repentance and his corresponding intention to
follow Jesus (Luke 19:8). I. Howard Marshall comments on the remarkable character of

Zacchaeus' testimony:
The statement of Zacchaeus is to be understood as a reaction to the initiative of
Jesus and to the objections of the crowd. In order that Jesus may be freed from the
suspicion of consorting with a sinner he makes a public declaration of his
intention to live a new life. In such a situation a declaration of intent was an
adequate sign of repentance. At the same time, his action is to be seen as an
expression of gratitude to Jesus for his gracious attitude to him, and as an exairple
of
sort of change in life that should follow upon the reception of salvation. 5
Zacchaeus' repentance did not require him to go to the Temple and offer a sacrifice; what
was traditionally obtained through the Temple and the sacrificial system, Jesus provided
for Zacchaeus in Jericho at the foot of a sycan1ore tree. Wright observes, "This was the
real scandal. He behaved as if he thought (a) that the return from exile was already
happening, (b) that it consisted preciseI y of himself and his mission, and hence (c) that he
-4

had the right to pronounce on who belonged to the restored Israel."'
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Matthew 26:17-30, Mark 14:12-26 and Luke 22:7-20: The Last Supper
Jesus' last meal with his disciples before his crucifixion reveals his belief that the
Kingdom is arriving in his person and work and consequently, Israel is being restored
under the renewed reign of Yahweh. The synoptic Tradition asserts that the last meal
Jesus shared with his disciples before his death was the Passover meal (Matt. 26:17, Mark
14:12, Luke 22:7). 55 Jesus and his disciples gather in the evening, in Jerusalem, for the
meal (Matt. 26:20). The meal appropriately ends with a hymn, probably one of the Halle/
Psalms (Matt. 26:30, Mark 14:26). 56
head of the household traditionally explains the different parts of the
meal in relation to the Exodus narrative. A Jewish person hears a story of return
the forgiveness of sins, and the renewal of the covenant spoken of by the
ancient prophets. The Exodus is Israel's story. Israel's controlling narrative was ongoing;
year after year, the story pointed to Israel's God and his return to once again reign as the
sovereign King. This particular meal was the occasion for Jesus to point to a new Exodus

55

Wright observes that John "indicates that the meal took place the day before the feast; he does
not, however, describe the meal, or any symbolic actions concerned with the bread and wine, but only the
footwashing (Jn. 13.1; 18.28; 19.14.31.) This fits with the Talmudic evidence, which had Jesus being
executed 'on the eve of the Passover' (bSand. 43a.) Various attempts have been made to resolve this
problem. Jesus may have been following a rival (perhaps Essene?) calendar; John has altered the
chronology to make the theological point that Jesus is the true Passover lamb, slaughtered at the same time
as the lambs were being killed in the Temple in preparation for the evening meal; the synoptists have
turned the meal into a Passover meal in obedience to their theology or tradition." Ibid., 555.
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that was taking place in and through himself; Yahweh's kingdom-purposes are being
fulfilled in Christ.
Jesus places the meal in an eschatological context. He takes the bread, gives
thanks, and breaks it. He then passes portions of the bread to each of his disciples saying,
"Take a.'ld eat; this is my body" (Matt. 26:26). Wright suggests, "According to the

Mishnah, the unleavened bread of Passover was explained by Gamaliel (a contemporary
of Jesus) as signifying the redemption from Egypt."

57

Jesus clearly identifies himself as

.Israel's means of redemption.
ln a similar manner, Jesus takes the cup, offers it to his disciples and says, "Drink
from it, all of you. This

my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the

forgiveness of sins," (Matt. 26:27-28). Jesus' words, "This is my blood of the covenant"
recalls Moses' act of sprinkling the blood from the sacrifice on the people at Sinai and
then announcing
.... to them: "This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with
you" (Exod. 24:8).
synoptic tradition stresses Jesus' blood "is poured out for many" (Luke has
"poured out for you," 22:20). Matthew and Mark's versions are linked to Isaial1 53, and
Matthew adds Jesus' shed blood is "for the forgiveness of sins" (Matt. 26:28). Jesus' last
meal with his disciples points to the inauguration of the Kingdom (Matt. 26:29, Mark
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14:25/Luke 22:16). Israel is no longer in exile; sins are forgiven and the covenant is
renewed through Yahweh's representative, Jesus the Messiah.
The Last Supper, Christ's final Passover meal with his disciples, has meaning
only within an apocalyptic, eschatological context; a new age is dawning, new creation is
beginning and not only Israel, but "all nations will blessed" through the new Exodus and
the manifestation of the kingdom of God in and through Jesus ofNazareth. 58

Luke 24: 13-35: A Post-Resurrection Meal
Through the Resurrection, God reclaims His creation and makes all things new.
The last meal surveyed is revelation of the beginning of new creation. Luke's narrative of
Sunday journey of two of Jesus' disciples and a "stranger" from Jerusalem to
Emmaus invokes images of the messianic banquet. Wright offers insight into the
disciple's sharing of a meal with the "stranger" in their home at the end of the seven-mile
journey (Luke 24:28-32):
I wish to make one point about the way in which Luke has told the story. It
concerns the central symbol, carefully repeated that lies at the heart of the
Emmaus narrative. Jesus is recognized when he takes the bread, blesses it, and
breaks it (24:30). The heart is warmed, says Luke, when scripture is expounded so
as to bring out the true story, and the Lord is known in the breaking of the bread.
The two belong together, interpreting each other and together pointing to the new

58

Jesus' words and actions are linked to His disruptive actions in the Temple. Jesus' cessation of
the daiiy sacrifice and the normal business otherwise transacted during the time of the Passover was
symbolic oft11e Temple's destruction which would take place within a generation. See Wright, Jesus and
the Victory of God, 413-428 for a full explanation of the significance of Jesus' actions in the Temple.
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world, the new vocation, the kingdom of God, and above all to Jesus himself as
the climax ofisrael's history and now Lord of the world. 59
Jesus' "breaking of the bread," as a central feature of Luke's Easter narrative (and the
common theme of Jesus' table fellowship throughout the gospels), envisages the kingdom
of God and anticipates the coming eschatological banquet. 60
Luke's narrative of the resurrected Jesus is cast in the context of the grand
narrative of Second Temple Jewish hope ofrestoration and renewal. Judaism's
controlling narrative conceived of resurrection as Yahweh's vindication of Israel and the
inauguration of the kingdom of God. Hence, at the break of day, while the light was still
struggling with the darkness that first Easter morning, no conscientious Jew living under
the iron hand of Rome would have conceived of such wild notions of Israel's exilic
restoration; the forgiveness of her sins and the renewal of the covenant with God. 61
As the risen Christ catches up with the two grieving disciples on their journey
home from Jerusalem, He abruptly intrudes into their conversation asking them what they
are talking about (Luke 24: 17). Their response is laced with hopelessness and despair:
"Jesus of Nazareth ... He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed ... They crucified

59

N. T. Wright, "The Resurrection and the Postmodern Dilemma," N. T. Wright Page,
http://www.ntwrightpage.com/Wright_Resurrection_Postmodem.htm (09/25/05).
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him ... We had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel" (Luke 24:1921).
The disciples' inability to recognize Jesus is understandable in light of Jewish
eschatological expectations and the Resurrection. The "idea that 'the resurrection' has
split into two, with Jesus' resurrection coming forwards into the middle of history" was a
radical departure from second-Temple Jewish hope. 62 Consequently, although some
women in their group announced they were greeted at the empty tomb of Jesus that same
morning by an angelic witness to Christ's resurrection, (and in spite of the fact that some
men in their party had gone to the tomb and verified it was empty), this too was
received as just more bad news: "But him they did not see" (Luke 24:22-24). 63
Beginning with Moses and all of the prophets, the stranger then tells Israel's story
to the two disciples, but in a most unexpected way; the disciples had been blind to God's
redemptive purposes for Israel and the world through the Messiah's sufferings and
vindication (Luke 24:26-27).
Finally, the three of them come to the end of the road and Jesus' astonishing
exposition of the whole of Scripture. By now, the sun has begun to set on the first Easter
Sunday. It is evening and the two disciples invite the stranger to stay with them (Luke
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Would not the reader of this story have just cause to suspect its veracity if the two despairing
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24:28-29). The evening meal is prepared and served; the stranger takes the bread, gives
thanks and breaks it, and "their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he
disappeared from their sight" (Luke 24:30-31). 64
The structural simplicity of Luke's account makes the Resurrection the sine qua

non of Israel's story: the Resurrection has liberated God's people, they have been
restored from exile, their sins are forgiven and Israel's covenant is renewed with
Yahweh. 65

What Was Jesus for Israel?
Jesus was for Israel what they could not be for themselves. Although Jesus did not
conform to the expectations of the Jewish controlling narrative, he was for Israel their
Messiah.
Jesus was for Israel, a new Moses enacting a new Exodus; the multiplication of
the loaves and fishes in the austerity of the wilderness is a sign of covenant renewal, the
miracle of divine redistribution of God's bounty to a spiritually wandering people, clean
and unclean together, points to the end oflsrael's exile, the forgiveness of sins and the
restoration of the covenant.

64

The Jewish controlling narrative's concealment rather than the illumination of the advent of the
Messiah caused Jesus' disciples great distress and fear when the risen Lord appeared to them
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Messianic images from Isaiah (25 :6-9) are again revealed in the wilderness in a
second miraculous wilderness feeding. Many people have come "from far off" indicating
the presence of Gentiles among Jews. Jesus extends the covenant to the Gentile world;
Gentiles, as well as Jews, are no longer in exile. Inclusion in the kingdom of God is not
by means of the Temple cult ritual or ethnic identity but through relationship with God's
Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. The eschatological banquet will include many "from the east
and the west" who will sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
Jesus was for Israel a new relationship with God and relationship with Jesus was
tantamount to entrance into God's kingdom; however, Jesus' table fellowship was an
,...~-.-"""<'-"'to

some, especially to the self-righteous and hypocritical. Consequently, they

could not see God's tangible symbol of salvation in Christ. Instead, the offended pious

leveled accusations against Jesus: "Here is a glutton and drunkard."
Jesus was for Israel the revelation of a new political agenda ordered by alternative
eschatological expectations. The advent of the kingdom through revolutionary zeal and
the national symbols, which had become the focal point of the aforementioned zeal, are
replaced by the humility and poverty of the Incarnation.
Jesus' restored-from-exile theology comes together symbolically in the upper
room. Jesus' last meal with his disciples climatically points to the fulfillment of
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Yahweh's kingdom-purposes in himself; Israel will be delivered from their "exilic plight"
through Jesus' blood "poured out for many."66
Jesus' post-mortem journey from Jerusalem to Emmaus with two of his
despairing disciples c:ulminates with the "breaking of the bread" as a central feature of
Luke's Easter narrative and the common theme of Jesus' table fellowship throughout the
gospels, the future eschatological banquet.
In his commentary on Luke, Ellis "points out that the meal in Emmaus is the
eighth meal scene in the gospel, where the Last Supper was the seventh: the week of the
creation is over, Easter is the beginning of the new creation."67 God has reclaimed
his creation in sovereign power through the Resurrection, the old creation is put to death
at Calvary and new creation emerges on Easter Sunday. The tomb is the womb of new
creation and David's everlasting kingdom has become a present reality. The church's
vocation is to be for the world what Jesus was for Israel.

What is the Church to Be for the World?
Excluding the three meals in the homes of Pharisees, the sacred symbol of the
Eucharist embodies the themes of Christ's other eight meals surveyed in this chapter; the
Supper is a symbol of the church's vocation to be for the world what Jesus was for Israel.
66

Fonner Jewish washings are replaced by the "new wine" of Jesus' life for God's covenant
people. Christ's final Passover meal with his disciples marks the dawning ofa new age; "all nations will be
blessed" through the new Exodus and Israel's Messiah.
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Whenever the church ingests the bread and the cup, it proclaims Christ's atoning death
until He returns a second time, the Eucharist places the church in an eschatological
frame; the church presently lives in the historical paradox of a two-sided apocalyptic
reality. The Eucharist is revelation that the church is a new creation, the first-fruits of a
new heaven and new earth, a new humanity. The church is the first-fruits of the
resurrection of humanity to everlasting life, a new covenant community, and the firstfruits of the new world order (1 Cor. 11 :24-25).
New creation has broken into the present world-order; the kingdom of God is now
a present reality and the first fruits of the future coming kingdom of God, the church lives
in the context of a realized eschatology. 68 "Despite the discontinuity between the present
mode of corruptible physicality and the future world of non-corruptible physicality, there
is an underlying continuity between present bodily life and future bodily life, and that
gives meaning and direction to present Christian living."69
The breaking of the bread tacitly reminds the church that the exiled Christ was
broken in body in his passion. Likewise, the church is commissioned in her "present
Christian living" to an exilic passion, the church is a sacrament for the culture; and
68

The collapsing of the church's realized eschatology; the breaking of the tension between present
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therefore, the church is to be for the world what it cannot be for itself. The Eucharist
reminds the church that God's apocalyptic agenda does not mean the end of the world.
The bread and the cup as material elements inform the church that God has reclaimed His
creation through Christ's physical, bodily resurrection; creation is being renewed,
restored, and recreated.
The church has been reconciled to God through faith in Christ; and the church is
to be reconciled to one another. The bread symbolizes the unity of the body of Christ:
''There is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf'' (1
Cor. l 0: 17) . The Eucharist symbolizes Christ's restoration eschatology: "Is not the cup of
thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not
the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?" (1 Cor. 10: 16/2 Cor. 5: 1720).
The cup is the new covenant in Christ's blood and the table reminds the repentant
church she is separated unto God through faith in Christ, but this does not mean the
church is to be separated from the world; she is to be actively involved in divine
redistribution.
Humanity's return from exile is now a present reality. The plainness of the
elements call to remembrance the church's spiritual poverty and the church's poverty is
tangible evidence that the kingdom of God is now open to the world; however, when
much of the evangelical church speaks of"the kingdom of the God" they often use verbs
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such as "build the kingdom" or "bring the kingdom" or "advance" or "establish" the
kingdom. The kingdom of God is a present reality, "the immediate presence of the
Kingdom is found in Jesus."70 God's inaugural eschatology in Christ ought to order the
political agenda of the church.
In "the Eucharist, we touch, taste, smell, see and hear a story that enters us as food
and drink-a story of a body that was pierced and then glorified." 71 The simple sign of
the bread and the cup, their lack of beauty and glory remind the church that Christian
praxis in the world is to be marked by the exchanging of wealth for poverty and
relocation from the center to the margins. The church is to be for the world what Jesus
was for Israel; the church's journey to Burning Man is a pursuit of her vocation.
Chapters 3 and 4 explore what the church's vocation looks like in praxis. Chapter
3 describes William Wilberforce's historic expression of what the church is to be for the
world and chapter 4 provides a composite of Christian praxis in the postmodern culture.
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CHAPTER3
CHRISTIAN PRAXIS IN HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE:
WILLIAM WILBERFORCE AND "VITAL CHRISTIANITY"

William Wilberforce (1759-1833) was a principled politician, a Christian
statesman whose uncompromising convictions enabled him to transcend party lines for
the sake of the common good of society. In his cultural apologetic, A Practical View of

Christianity, Wilberforce writes, "If indeed through the blessing of Providence, a
principle of trne Religion should in any considerable degree gain ground, there is no
.,,,,...,.,,,,,., the effects on public morals, and the consequent influence on our political
welfare." 72 In extremely difficult times marked by war, moral decay, and political
polarization, Wilberforce boldly called upon the British Empire to embrace "Vital
Christianity."

Vital Christianity
Wilberforce and his Christian community, the Claphan1 Group, were committed
to "the practical expression of the Christian faith in self-sacrificial giving of themselves,
in time, energy, and money for the relief of poverty, for the care of the distressed, for the
dispelling of ignorance, for the preaching of the gospel both at home and overseas, for
setting the captives free and combating exploitation." 73 The Clapham Sect took Jesus'
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command seriously to show compassion to all human beings, to "visit the sick and the
prisoners, to feed the hungry and clothe the naked, for inasmuch as they did it to the least
of humanity they were doing it to the Lord." 74 The conflation of the proclamation of the
gospel and social and economic justice is Vital Christianity, a "true Religion."
Wilberforce and the Clapham Community's Vital Christianity is an inspiring
historic picture of how: (1) social reform is an essential part of people's willingness to
hear the gospel; (2) the Spirit-filled life is not about withdrawing from the culture, but
believers immersing themselves in it and transforming it from within; (3) the local church
can transfonn culture by inspiring believers to take social and political responsibility
seriously as an essential part of sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ; and (4) Wilberforce
and the Clapham Sect's grassroots political philosophy effectively forced the British
Parliament to support their moral-ethical reforms.
This chapter addresses how individuals whose lives have been transformed by the
power of the gospel can transform their culture. Vital Christianity is a timely and
meaningful contribution to the church's recovery of its vocation in the twenty-firstcentury context. The great change in the life of "the shrimp" who led Parliament to
abolish slavery in Great Britain and the colonies was the source of his perseverance,
comage and compassion.
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Christian Singularity

Wilberforce began his political career in Commons representing his home district
of Hull in 1780; however, he represented Yorkshire, England's most powerful county, for
the greater part of his political career in Parliament (1784-1825). His political life was
defined by his conversion to Christian faith.
Wilberforce came to faith through a gradual process lasting from October 1784
through Easter 1786. His journey to salvation began with a continental tour he planned to
.take with his mother, sister, and other family members. He desired a leamed companion
to accompany him for the purpose of extended dialogue throughout the trip. He invited
Dr. William Burgh of York, a scholarly man whom he had known for many years to be

his companion, but Burgh was unable to go. In Burgh's place, Wilberforce asked Isaac
Milner, a respected Cambridge don.
Milner was an evangelical Christian who, in Wilberforce's words, persuasively
set fo1th "the intellectual heart of Christianity." 75 Prior to asking Milner to be his
traveling companion, Wilberforce was unaware of his former tutor's deep Christian
convictions; and had he been aware of them, he would not have asked Milner to
accompany him. 76
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At this time in his life, in spite of extended exposure to Methodism in his
childhood while in the care of his aunt and uncle following his father's untimely death,
Wilberforce was a religious skeptic. However, the evangelical Christian faith of his aunt
and uncle began returning to Wilberforce's life during his tour of continental Europe. As
they traveled together, Milner and Wilberforce read and discussed the Greek New
Testament. They also engaged in conversation about a book that would profoundly set
Wilbe1force on his journey towards his "Great Change," The Rise and Progress of
Religion in the Soul by Philip Doddridge ( 1701-1751). 77
Wilberforce's discussions with Milner brought him to a settled conviction in his
mind of"the truth of Christianity." 78 His Christian faith would become the all-consuming
source of his political career and his incomparable achievements in behalf of humanity, in
Britain and throughout the earth. In Wilberforce, the presumed incompatible characters of
statesman and Christian coincided to God's glory and humanity's great benefit. 79

In 1787, two years after his conversion to Christianity, Wilberforce penned the
concentration of his deepest convictions: "God Almighty has set before me two great
objects: the suppression of the slave trade and the reformation of manners." 80
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Wilberforce's indomitable spirit, "the friend of Africa," drove him in his
unrelenting perseverance: "The pathway to abolition was fraught with difficulty. Vested
interest, parliamentary filibustering, entrenched bigotry, international politics, slave
unrest, personal sickness, and political fear-all combined to frustrate the movement." 81
On February 23, 1807, after twenty years of unrelenting criticism, threats on his life,
stubborn prejudice on the part of his colleagues in Parliament, and a serious illness in
1788 that almost claimed Wilberforce's life, a Bill for the Abolition of the Slave Trade

\Vas passed in the House by a vote of 283 to 16. 82
After another twenty-six years of enduring political, social, and spiritual battles
the Eman.cipation Bill abolishing slavery in all of the British colonies passed in
Parliament on July 26, 1833: "Not one nation, but the whole human family participated in
the benefit he conferred on his fellow men." 83 Three days later, following forty-six years
of steadfast faith in the face of overwhelming odds, Wilberforce died.
"A principle of true Religion" was for Wilbe1force a Vital Christianity and
Christian Singularity, contrary to a nominal Christianity, is committed both to the
unashamed proclamation of the gospel and the common good of humanity. Wilberforce's
Vital Christianity was centered in two great theological emphases: restoration
eschatology (the finished work of Christ) and the Spirit's eschatological work.
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Wilberforce stood with Charles Simeon in his profound belief that an evangelical
Christian was one who "determined not to know anything among you save Jesus Christ
and him crucified. " 84 The Holy Spirit was essential to both personal salvation and the
spiritual growth and vitality of the believers: "This emphasis upon the activity of the
Spirit most obviously differentiated evangelicals' beliefs from those of their fellows." 85
The British reformer equally stressed the value of good works for faith without
works is dead (James 2:14-26). Vital Christianity is committed to the common good of
the culture by its unashamed, single-minded commitment to the Cross, and the dynamic
the Holy Spirit's presence in the lives of believers. 86

power

Wilberforce conceived of society as divinely designed hierarchically and
organically; the different parts of culture work together according to their divinely
appointed role and leaders guide and ru]e this process and serve the needs of the poor
(who also had a role in society defined by God). Wilberforce's vision for society was for
Christian faith to be "carried into every comer of life and allowed to fill it."87
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Vital Christianity and Cultural Transformation
In opposition to the social liberal gospel, many contemporary evangelicals have
chosen cultural isolation. The Clapham Sect's Vital Christianity implores the church to
abandon her former commitments to either social action or personal salvation and unite
these two expressions of Christianity.
Cultural transformation proceeds from a transformed church. The "radical benefit
of restoring the influence of Religion," is the raising of"the standard of morality." 88 The
tra,psfonned church discerns the presence of the kingdom of God everywhere in the
cosmos but in clear distinction from the world system. 89 Hill writes:
A change of mindset in the church is required to move from seeing the local
church as the centre of community in a neighborhood setting, to seeing the church
in missional terms as the equipper and enabler of believers who have a mission in
wider society. The local church ... may continue to be a worshipping community,
but its prime function must move from being an end in itself to being a resource
agency for mission. This requires fundamental change from the local church
having its prime purpose of meeting the needs of its congregation and serving the
local community through the provision of facilities for meetings and community
activities, to one of embracing the Great Commission ... and adjusting its sights
from inward-looking to outward-looking, from local community development to
wider mission. We have to stop thinking in terms of local church growth as an end
in itself. The prime objective of the Christian faith is not to build the church as a
great institution but to evangelise the world! 90
The Resurrection, God's reaffirmation of the goodness of His creation, constitutes the
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Divine will for the church to engage and redeem culture. Whereas there is no blueprint
for cultural transformation, prudent application of the broad contours and principles of
Wilberforce's Vital Christianity will significantly fund societal redemption in any age.
Five principles for cultural transformation, following from Vital Christianity, begin with
the power of community through the reconciliation and unity of the church.

Building Community
Michael Green describes the church as the new humanity, the first-fruits of God's
providential renewing of all creation:
TI1ey made the grace of God credible by a society of love and mutual care which
astonished pagans and was recognized as something entirely new. It lent
persuasiveness to the claim that the new age had dawned in those who were
giving it flesh. The message of the kingdom became more than an idea. A new
human community had sprung up and looked very much like the new order to
which the evangelist had pointed. Here love was given daily expression;
reconciliation was actually occurring; people were no longer divided into Jews
and Gentiles, slave and free, male and fomale. In this community the weak were
protected, the stranger welcomed. People were healed, the poor and dispossessed
were cared for and found justice. Almost everything was shared. Joy abounded
and ordinary lives were filled with praise. 91

TI1e character and commitment of the primitive Christian community was re-birthed in
Wilberforce and the Clapham group, a collection of politicians, churchmen, lawyers,
merchants, bankers, and poets who together called for the moral reform of British society
and the abolition of the slave trade. The Clapham community infused social action with
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vital Christianity and dynamically transformed not only a nation, but significant portions
of the world.
Because of the Clapham Sect, England's policies and England's actions became
more humane and more enlightened. Indeed, Clapham influence extended beyond
England. Spain, Portugal, France, Holland, Sweden, Russia, and, at the
international conferences, still other countries, were led by pressure from
Clapham to actions they would not otherwise have taken. No peace negotiations,
no council of the period, escaped the influence of the Clapham Sect. Amiens,
Paris, Vienna, Aixla-Chapelle, and Verona were all bombarded by Clapham
letters and Clapham pamphlets; and sometimes persuaded by speeches and
documents carefully planned by the Clapham "Cabinet Councils," and
painstakingly drafted by Clapham labourers. 92
Besides Wilberforce, the Clapham Saints included: Henry Thornton (1760-1815) a
banker, phi1&'1thropist and member of parliament; John Venn (1799-1813), rector of
Clapham Parish Church; Thomas Babington (1758-1837), banker, philanthropist and
abolitionist; Thomas Clarkson ( 1760-1846), abolitionist, and researcher; Charles Grant
(1746-1823), chairman and director of the East India Company and member of
parliament; Zachary Macaulay (I 768-1838), governor of Sierra Leone and editor of the

Christian Observer, a monthly evangelical Christian periodical; Isaac Milner (17501820), an academic and member of the Royal Society; Hannah More (1745-1833), writer
and educationist; Granville Sharpe ( 173 5-1813), philanthropist and abolitionist; Charles
Simeon (1759-1836), vicar of Holy Trinity, Cambridge; James Stephen (1758-1832),
lawyer, member of parliament and abolitionist; John Shore (17 51-1834 ), governor

92

Ernest Marshall Howse, Saints in Polities: The Clapham Sect and the Growth ofFreedom
(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1952), 177.

61

general ofindia and president of the Bible Society; John Thornton (1720-1790),
merchant and philanthropist; Henry Venn ( 1724-1 797), vicar of Huddersfield and
Yelling; John Newton (1725-1807), evangelical Anglican clergyman and hymn writer
and William Cowper (1731-1800), poet, hymn writer, and curate to John Newton.
A total of thirty members in the Commons, among them were members of both
the Whigs and the Tory Parties, were included in the Clapham Sect. Later, following
Wilberforce's retirement from Parliament in 1825, several evangelical Christians who
were of one mind with the Clapham Sect entered Parliament. They came together with
remaining members of the Clapham Saints in Parliament to achieve the final abolition of
slavery just days before Wilberforce's death in 1833. Between 1780 and 1840, more
evangelical Christians were elected to the House of Commons; they continued in the
cause of Christ and the Clapham Community. 93
Hill observes that one of the remarkable things about the Clapham Saints was "the
balance of professional skills and experience within the group. They were lawyers,
bankers, churchmen, researchers, politicians and businessmen. Most of them were
laymen, but they were all deeply committed Christians who were not just content with
merely having a personal faith in God but who needed to express their faith in action." 94
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For the presence of Christ to be "carried into every comer of life and allowed to fill it," a
redeemed community of men and women representing "every comer of life" need to
unite in the power of God's Spirit and conscientiously commit to the subversion of a
given society's systemic ills through their enactment and proclamation of the gospel of
Christ.

Contextualizing the Gospel
Wilberforce and the Clapham Community collectively used their resources and
positions in society to achieve their mission. They came "from every comer oflife" for
the purpose of taking Christ to every comer of life and filling it with his presence.
The Clapham Sect, the leading Evangelicals of their day, did not divorce religion
from life. They linked religion to life. They linked it to the hunted Negroes on the
coast of Africa, on the high seas, and in the plantations of the West Indies. They
linked it to standards of political conduct, the corrupt manners of society, and to
the debauched mobs of their time. They linked it to the wretches condemned by
game laws, and oppressed in filthy prisons. They linked it to the ragged children
condemned otherwise to ignorance, and by philanthropic and benefit societies
they linked it to the improvident and unfortunate poor. 95

In an age when politicians and most church leaders were oblivious to the real source of
societal ills, the Clapham Sect linked the gospel to the poverty of Christ. Through
Christ's compassion and empathy, the Clapham Community related the gospel to the
deepest longings of each "comer of life."
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The common people heard the message preached by Wesley and Whitefield a
generation earlier, but the upper class rejected what they saw as emotionalism and they
resented being confronted by news of their personal depravity. The ranks of the Clapham
sect included men and women representative of upper class society. The Clapham Group
built on the foundations laid by Wesley and Whitefield and brought the gospel to
Parliament and professional and commercial spheres throughout Great Britain.
The Clapham Group's Vital Christianity produced a "new evangelicalism" by
cpnflating the gospel proclaimed by the revivalists with compassionate reforming social
action, the Clapharn sect brought the center and the margins together through the
dynamic of the gospel.
In fact Evangelicalism played here a role similar to that which it has played in all
the humanitarian movements of modem England. It constituted a link, effected
the transition between Anglicanism and Dissent, between the governing classes
and the general public, as represented by the great middle-class. It prevented the
formation of a reactionary group and won the support of the gentry and nobility,
sometimes even of a member of the Royal Family, for a movement initiated by
shopkeepers and preachers. And the action of the party was decisive in securing
from Parliament the legislation which embodied the dictates of the national
.
96
conscience.
The contextualizing of the gospel in every "comer of life," beginning with Wesley and
Whitefield and concluding with the "new evangelicalism" of the Clapham sect laid the
foundations for the Victorian era in the next generation, an age of manners and decency.
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The Common Good
The Clapham Community held in common a profound sense of their moral
responsibility of stewardship over the many resources God had blessed them with; their
strong convictions led them to take Jesus literally and love the very least of humanity for
in this they were caring for Christ.
The Clapham Sect was committed to the infusion of justice, compassion and
Christian standards of morality into society. They were more focused on the moral and
spiritual condition of the general populace than on sweeping political reforms. Thus, the
transfonnation of the British culture was sustained over time largely because the
Clapham reforms were grassroots and, therefore, they were embraced by people of every
socio-economic class. Consequently, societal transformation in England was not
dependent on the church, political parties or cultural institutions.
The Clapham ethos was marked by the group's giving to and participation in
numerous charitable societies. They turned their belief into practice and, consequently,
anyone associated with the Clapham Sect was widely known for their commitment to
personal evangelism and social and economic justice to include caring for the poor,
ministering to the sick and the dying, and founding schools and colleges. They visited the
imprisoned and founded philanthropic societies for the welfare of children, orphans,
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women, the blind, deaf, dumb, and paralytics. The Clapham Sect was committed to the
relieving of all human suffering. 97
Wilberforce belonged to some seventy different philanthropic causes, some he
founded himself including the British and Foreign Bible Society (for the spread of the
gospel throughout the British colonies), the Society for Bettering the Condition of the
Poor (The "Bettering Society" was founded in Wilberforce's home), the Society for the
Reformation of Manners, and the Climbing Boy Society (aiding and protecting through
legislative sanctions children employed as chimney sweeps). He was an active supporter
of other causes such as reforming the penal code, the humanizing of the English criminal
code, and to others he 'Nas a generous donor including education for the poor and the
deaf.
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Co-Belligerence
Wilberforce and Thornton's strategy for cultural transforn1ation involved their use
of "co-belligerents" to achieve their objectives. Vital Christianity acknowledges
individuals cannot change the times alone, they need co-belligerent relationships to
achieve objectives for the common good. Co-belligerent relationships involve partnering
with others who may not necessarily share the political philosophy, values, or beliefs of
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Christians but share personal convictions and concerns on particular moral/ethical
matters.
Wilberforce and the Clapham Community were not afraid of damaging their
personal integrity by enlisting others committed to their goals, reforms, and projects. On
a certain occasion, Wilberforce counseled his son Samuel: "Never omit any opportunity
of getting acquainted with any good man or any useful man." 99 Wilberforce applied the
principle, "measures, not men" as he worked with philosophical opposites to achieve an
.:m-ay of objectives from abolition to prison reform.

Political Philosophy
In a letter to William Cowper, John Nevvton said of Wilberforce: "I judge he is
now decidedly on the right track. ... I hope the Lord will make him a blessing both as a
Christian and a statesman. How seldom do these characters coincide!! But they are not
incompatibJe."
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Many of Wilberforce's friends and parliamentary colleagues, however,

believed these two characters to be quite incompatible; at times Wilberforce appeared to
them to be more a "gluttonous man and a winebibber" than a man in pursuit of God's
heart.
Wilberforce, over the long course of his career, faithfully displayed the
compatibility of the roles of Christian and statesmen through his integration of faith,
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reform, political leadership, and the consequent transformation of British society.
Wilberforce forcefully expressed his heart on the matter in his A Practical View of
Christianity:

Let it be remembered, that the grand characteristic mark of the true Christian,
which has been insisted on, is desiring to please God in all his thoughts, and
words, and actions; to take the revealed word to be the rule of his belief and
practice; to "Let his light shine before men"; and in all things to adorn the
doctrine which he professes. No calling is proscribed, no pursuit is forbidden, no
science or art, no pleasure is disallowed, which is reconcilable with this
principle. 101

B.ritish politics were skeptical and hostile towards evangelical Christian faith, but
Wilberforce was not intimidated by this opposition. Following after Paul's example in
Athens and the Apostle's confrontation of the prominent Greek philosophers,
Wilberforce consistently employed the literature and philosophy of his day to make his
point and advance the cause of Christ. Wilberforce's wise apologetic brought credibility
and respectability to the crucial role of religion in society.
The Clapham Community's objective was to change the mindset of the nation
towards Christian faith and once again "make goodness fashionable," particularly among
the upper classes who admired immorality.
Inspired by the "Golden Rule," Willian1 Wilberforce, "the conscience of the
nation," contended: "If any country were indeed filled with men, each thus diligently
discharging the duties of his own station without breaking in upon the rights of others,
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but on the contrary endeavoring, so far as he might be able, to forward their views and
promote their happiness, all would be active and harmonious in the goodly frame of
human society." 102 The four pillars of Wilberforce's political philosophy are set forth in
this passage: conscientious stewardship; respect for the rights of others; advancing the
views of others and the promotion of the happiness of others.
Regarding stewardship, Wilberforce stressed each individual is endowed by God
with '"means and occasions ... of improving ourselves, or of promoting the happiness of
others." 103 The conscientious stewardship of God's blessings upon individuals is to be
used for the common good of society. This is a sacred duty for all people, especially
Christians.
The grounds for every philanthropic and human rights issue is the Golden Rule in
Wilberforce's political philosophy. The second political pillar, therefore, the respect for
the rights of others, requires "every one to regulate his conduct by the golden rule of
doing to others as in similar circun1Stances we would have them do to us; and the path of
duty will be clear before him, and I will add, the decision of [a] legislature would
scarcely any longer be doubtful." 104
Promoting the views of others, the third of Wilberforce's political ideals, involves
the practical application of the Golden Rule, place the views of others before the self.
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Wilberforce's fourth political strategy is the promotion of the happiness of others.
Whereas Jefferson's ideal was the personal "pursuit of happiness," Wilberforce believed
it was better to promote the happiness of others; indeed this would serve to promote one's
own happiness in fuller, more meaningful ways.
Wilberforce and the Clapham Sects' political philosophy was grassroots. The
Claphan1 community's strategy involved extensive field research among the general
populace for the purpose of discovering ways and means ofrelating to society's deepest
longings and meeting their needs. The conscience of the nation was moved by the
Clapham Groups' unselfishness and compassion and consequentJy, there was a
groundswell of support. This forced the hand of Parliament to pass the Clapham
Community's reforms.
These thoroughly Christian political ideals significantly contribute to the harmony
of pluralistic society and international relations.
Such would be the happy state of a truly Christian nation within itself. Nor would
its condition with regard to foreign countries form a contrast to this its internal
comfort. Such a community, on the contrary, peaceable at home, would be
respected and beloved abroad. General integrity in all its dealings would inspire
universal confidence: differences between nations commonly arise from mutual
injuries, and still more from mutual jealousy and distrust. Of tl1e former there
would be no longer any ground for complaint; the latter would find nothing to
attach upon. But if, in spite of all its justice and forbearance, the violence of some
neighboring state should force it to resist an unprovoked attack, for hostilities
strictly defensive are those only in which it would be engaged, its domestic union
would double its national force, while the consciousness of a good cause, and of
the general favor of Heaven, would invigorate its arm, and inspirit its efforts. 105
ws Wilberforce, A Practical View of Christianity, 221-22.
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In every way, Wilberforce faithfully lived out his Christian convictions, daily
applying his political philosophy. Fittingly, Wilberforce's epitaph in Westminster Abbey
speaks of"the abiding eloquence of a Christian life."
Wilberforce was a political Independent. He transcended party differences to
unite, rather than polarize, the major political parties. The Tory and the Whigs, as
abovementioned, were both represented in the Clapham Community. It was said of
Wilberforce, "Not one nation, but the whole human family participated in the benefit he
conferred on his fellmv men." 106 Wilberforce, however, humbly acknowledged his
dependence on God: ".His grace is all-sufficient to keep us in any situation which His
providence appoints us." 107
By God's all-sufficient grace in Christ, \Villiam Wilberforce and the Clapham
Group were for Great Britain and much of the world what Jesus was for Israel. Chapter 4
presents a mosaic of what Vital Christianity might look like in twenty-first-century
postmodem culture.
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CHAPTER4
JOURNEYING TO BURNING MAN:
CHRISTIAN PRAXIS IN THE POSTMODERN CONTEXT

A wide canvas banner stretched across the four lanes of the main boulevard
leading into my community boldly calls for the 53,000 residents to "Celebrate
Diversity!" 108 The postmodern spirit behind the banner invites the diverse population of
my progressive university community to participate in a constellation of "realities."
Pluralism is an ideology, not merely an observed social phenomenon where I live and
minister. Consequently, truth flows from the perspective of a particular community's
"interpretative conceptual scheme;" the narrative they create for themselves is their own

private reality.
My community is described as a "highly educated citizenry."!09 Postmodern
influences subtly deposited in the collective conscience of many communities
comparable in size to my community are conscientiously celebrated in Corvallis, Oregon
in every influential venue including university lecterns, theologically progressive pulpits,
city council, public schools, and the local Gazette Times.
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My beautiful Oregon community is among the four least churched communities,
per-capita, in the United States (less than one in four people attend church). 110 In the
summer of 2004, my pastoral staff and I went to the neighborhoods in our community to
ask people: "In your opinion, why don't people in Corvallis go to church?" We contacted
approximately one thousand homes but we recorded only the responses from the unchurched. I chose the neighborhoods immediately surrounding Oregon State University.

I went to the first home on the block, on the comer of 34th and Harrison, and
introduced myself to an attractive, middle-aged lady with a pleasant, inviting smile. "In
opinion, why don't people in Corvallis go to church?" The lady's response was
immediate, "I satisfy my spiritual life apart from any religious community ... What I
look for isn't in church; it's in humans." As I thanked her and turned to walk down her
steps, I cou1d not help but wonder how dehumanized she must think the church has
become!
I was preparing to walk back to the sidewalk at the second house, concluding no
one was home, when finally a middle-aged, bath-robed, grumpy man with messed up
hair, a scraggly beard and half-shut eyes came to the door. I briefly introduced myself
and my intentions, "Hi, I'm the pastor of Kings Circle Assembly of God. I'm not here to
try to convert you. If you would please indulge me, I would appreciate your response to
just one question." The man starred at me for a moment as though he was :trying to think
uo Patricia O'Connell Killen and Mark Silk, eds. Religion and Public Life in the Pacific Northwest
(Toronto, Canada: Roman and Littlefield, 2004), 23.
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of something to say, perhaps something like, "Go away!" After hearing my question, the
man consented by saying, "Don't know, don't care."
The man at the next house seemed as though he had been waiting for me to show
up on his doorstep; this was his opportunity to speak his mind. He cleared his throat,
raised his bearded chin slightly, pushed out his bony chest, mentally locked and loaded
and fired his reaction to my question: "Religion is meaningless, faith is meaningless, the
church is without meaning." As he stood in his doorway with a very satisfied look on his
face, he shut the door.
In the next block, a young man, appearing to be in his early thirties, answered the
door. He was in a rush but nonetheless, obliged me: "Churches are too politically
oriented. I can't relate to the church's perspective on gay-marriage." The lady next door
also responded from a perceived perspective of the evangelical church's political
aligmnent, "Republicans identify with the church; liberal Democrats don't." Two doors
down the street a lady was entertaining her friends but graciously took a moment to
respond to my question: 'Tm a Democrat; your message isn't for me."
Although responses varied from home to home, they were painfully typical: "The
church is seeking its own s~lf-interest." "The hypocrisy we see." "Personal beliefs don't
match institutional beliefs." "Corvallis is a detached community with no sense of need of
the church." "Church is a place with no meaning." "I realized at a very young age that it
wasn't a matter of belief but rather, it was a matter of church structure and control."
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A Postmodern Community's Perspective
Three outstanding perceptions of the church surfaced from our survey:
1. The church defines itself by who it excludes, particularly, Democrats,
homosexuals, and people in general who are not like us.
2. The church's love is conditional: "If you will come to us and become like us,
we will love you," is the perceived message to the host community.
3.

The church places its needs above the needs of the community in its pursuit
of political power. The postmodern "hermeneutic of suspicion" charges that
the church's doctrinal certainty and consequent cultural imperialism serves to
legitimate its quest for political power while justifying the marginalizing of
those perceived to be "outside."

This dissertation asserts that the church is to be for the world what Jesus was
Israel. The church's journey to Burning Man, that is to say, the church's recovery of her
vocation, will significantly contribute to the transformation of our culture.

Cultural Transformation in the Twenty-First Century
There is no prescribed method, recipe, or formula for cultural transformation in
the postmodern setting. Ministry is messy in the postmodern context and therefore, it is
not prescriptive. The application of the broad contours of Vital Christianity in this chapter
is intended only to produce a poor reflection not a clear image of what the church is to be
for the world. The means to effective ministry in any given postmodern setting becomes
75

increasingly clear as the church's journey leads her to join Jesus where he is and do what
he is doing. 111
The church is to be for the world what the world cannot be for itself, the church is
the first-fruits of a new heaven and a new earth; the church is the first-fruits of the
resurrection of humanity to everlasting life; the church is the first-fruits of the new world
order.

Building Community
Stanley Hauerwas asserts:
The work of Jesus was not a new set of ideals or principles for reforming or even
revolutionizing society, but the establishment of a new community, a people that
embodied forgiveness. sharing and self-sacrificing love in its rituals and
discipline. In that sense, the visible church is not to be the bearer of Christ's
message, but to be the message. 112
The church is a paradigmatic society, "an eschatological sign of God's communal designs
for the New Creation." 113 God's apocalyptic drama is played out on the margins; the
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presence and reality of the kingdom of God is revealed in the church's spiritual poverty.
The church is a sacrament for the culture; she empties herself on the world's account as
tangible evidence that God is renewing all things.
Believers have been reconciled to God through faith in Christ. And the church,
"who are many" different people, different races, and different backgrounds must be
reconciled one with another; there are not two tables but one. 114 The Mosaic Church
meets in a variety of locations in Los Angeles, California. Mosaic is a revelation of the
power of the Cross through its symbolic expression of humanity's brokenness and
fragmentation in the diverse make-up of its members. Mosaic is defined by who it
includes: "Come to Mosaic, and discover how all the pieces can fit together!" Mosaic is a
redeemed community of men and women representing "every comer oflife." 115
Mosaic is not alone; many churches in America are defining themselves by who
they include in the likeness of Jesus' table-fellowship. These churches express divine
grace and blessing in their host communities and throughout the earth. The church's

Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 132. According to reformed theologian Michael Horton, "Evangelical Christians
are as likely to embrace lifestyles every bit as hedonistic, materialistic, self-centered, and sexually immoral
as the world in general." The Church must discover compassionate and self-giving ways to recover her
image and credibility in society.
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journey towards the recovery of her vocation leads her to exchange wealth for poverty
and relocate her ministry focus from the center to the margins.

Contextualizing the Gospel
In February, 2006, at the National Prayer Breakfast in Washington D.C., U2's
lead singer, Bono, remarked:
God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house. God is in
the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both
their lives. God is in the cries heard under the rubble of war. God is in the debris
of wasted opportunity and lives, and God is with us if we are with them. 116
Beneath society·s rubble is Scum of the Earth, a church located in Denver, Colorado, and
its daughter church, the Refuse of the World located in Colorado Springs, Colorado. The
Scum of the Earth and the Refuse of the World take their names from Paul's selfdescription:
To this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated,
we are homeless. We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we
bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer
kindly. Up to this moment we have become the scum of the earth, the refuse of
the world. (1 Corinthians 4:11-13)
The Scum of the Earth and the Refuse of the World are examples of churches identifying
with and connecting to the values of the host community; this is essential to the
incarnation (contextualization) of the gospel. It is noteworthy that although The Refuse of
the World's services are "pretty normal," they stop in the middle of the service and have
Bono, "5411' Annual National Prayer Breakfast Speech," February 2, 2006, The Worshipper,
Summer 2006, 22.
116

78

a meal together. "The fellowship involved in that is a holy thing and not something to be
taken lightly." 117
The complexity of twenty-first-century postmodern culture in the United States
requires the transformation of society to be carried out from within the constituent parts
of institutional structures not from without. Hill writes:
In order to achieve a nationwide movement for community transformation that is
institutionally based, key functionaries within each institution need to be active in
having a shared vision of the overall objective, and to work with other committed
Christians within that institution for the formation of a creative strategy of social
change. 118
contextualization of the gospel is not about fixing an individual's situation, but about
discipleship. 119 Discipleship involves preparing believers to discover through ministry
participation ways to connect the life of the church and the reality of the kingdom of God
to everyday life. To this end, the church needs to be missional, the church needs to go to
people and move into their neighborhood instead of waiting for them to show up at
church. Speaking of relocation, Bob Lupton stresses:
[T]here is a growing consensus among committed urban practitioners that being a
vested member of the community one is called to serve is an important key to
117
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effectiveness. What may seem to some like a very radical position is in fact
proving to be the most practical approach to effective ministry in disadvantaged
neighborhoods. Thus, relocation has become one of the "non-negotiables" of the
Christian Community Development Association. 120
The church is unprepared to understand the problems confronting the poor until
their problems become the church's problems. Jesus was not accused of being a "glutton
and a winebibber" (Matt. 11 :9b NKJV) because he was hanging out with ancient prototypes of the Cleaver family in suburbia Jerusalem-the poverty of Christ means Jesus
became an outcast so that humanity no longer would be outcasts from the presence of
God; the Incarnation required the Son of God's relocation.
Consequently, the effective contextualization of the gospel requires the church to
be orgarJc. The church acknowledges that the culture sets the agenda and therefore,
adapts to the surroundings. The church needs to thoroughly understand the culture's
images, metaphors, stories, and frameworks. Through this understanding, the church
creatively enacts and retells the culture's stories in ways that communicate the gospel to
people's deepest longings. 121 The church's story then becomes society's story and
Christian symbols become society's sacred symbols. 122
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Martin Robertson and Dwight Smith penetrate to the heart of the
contextualization of the gospel in twenty-first-century post-modernity: "Many churches
in nations that are seeing a dramatic expansion of the kingdom are taking the natural and
spontaneous passion of people and helping them to be much more intentional in their
encounter with secular people." 123
Imago Dei, located in Portland, Oregon, is an example of what Robertson and
Smith describe. Imago Dei's website rhetorically asks:
What would it take for a neighborhood to be transformed by the gospel of Jesus
Christ? As the people of God we eat, sleep, work in the garden, talk over the
fence, patronize businesses, and take the kids to school in neighborhoods. That's
pretty normal and could be temporal and fairly insignificant-unless you're
traveling along on the missional journey of God. In that case it all takes on an
eternal significance. The difference is determined by conscious awareness and
cooperation with Jesus who is leading this journey. Where is he leading? Could it
be into neighborhoods? Might he lead us to live in a particular neighborhood
where we intentionally journey in mission for the sake of our neighbors? 124
Imago Dei identifies "aching places" in the city of Portland and calls its members
together to discuss, connect, and pray about some of them relocating to the aching places;
redistributing resources for the comn1on good in the aching places, and reconciling an
aching neighborhood or business district to Christ's unconditional love. Imago Dei makes
disciples of not-yet-Christians by being the presence of Christ for them.
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"Proximity spaces" are creative means to be the presence of Christ. Proximity
spaces are locations created for the purpose of Christians and not-yet-Christians coming
together in meaningful dialogue. These spaces may be cafes, art galleries, design studios,
sports clubs, or any place where casual yet meaningful interaction can take place among
Christians and not-yet-Christians.
Among several stories about the missional success of proximity spaces told by
Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch in The Shape of Things to Come, one particularly
outstanding story is about the Subterranean Shoe Room, a retro-shoe store in San
Francisco located on Valencia Street.
Brock Bingaman, a Southem Baptist church planter and evangelist, owns The
Subterranean Shoe Room. Brock is a veteran church planter; however, San Francisco's
cultural soil is unyielding to conventional purpose-driven churches like he was
attempting to plant. Brock's efforts resulted in a failed spiritual crop forcing him to seek
other employment for the sake of financial survival. Brock tumed to something he loves,
selling shoes.
Interestingly, Bingaman has loved shoes since childhood; he knows shoes and
how to fit different styles of shoes with different personality types. Brock's standard
approach to prospective cliental is: "Tell me about yourself and I'll tell you what shoes
you need." People open up to Bingaman, they tell him much more about themselves than
what kind of shoes they're looking for. After hearing their story, Brock presents them
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with a pair of shoes, perhaps a pair of pink Pumas or cherry-red Docs. The costumers are
delighted; rarely does Brock miss matching shoes and personalities.
The Southern Baptist evangelist laments about former methods of church
planting: "As a church planter, I spent ninety percent of my time with Christians ....
[but] as a shoe salesman, I spend ninety percent of my time with non-Christians."
Brock has developed meaningful relationships with gay couples, Marxist professors,
aging hippies, and bohemian artists, all types of people not normally vying with one
another for the best seat in church. Brock has discovered a means by which to be the
presence of Christ for a people group otherwise hostile to Christian faith. 125
God's apocalyptic agenda does not mean the end the world; God has reclaimed
creation through the bodily, physical resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.
Creation is being renewed, restored, and recreated and the church's proclamation of the
gospel must be conflated with social and economic justice.
The Common Good

If Christians fail to use their affluence to daily experience th.e life of those on the
margins, they lose ethical currency vital to the transformation of culture, but when
Christians do justice in behalf of the "least of these" (Matt. 25 :31-46), unbelievers
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witness the Christian vision as believers contribute to the culture's common good and the
healing of society's ills.
Educational systems, hospitals, orphanages, care for the poor, the homeless,
widows, the dying, the mentally handicapped, and visiting the imprisoned have their
origins in the gospel. Historically, the church has been the only entity on earth that exists
for the benefit of all of its nonmembers. 126 Throughout the history of the church, those
who have been beneficiaries of the grace of God have been called to reveal Christ's
poverty to their neighbors: the poor, the vulnerable, and the disenfranchised. 127 In a just
society the perpetuation of poverty is not tolerated (Isa. 10:1-4; 58:3-12, Jer. 5:26-29;
22:13-19, A.mos 2:6-7; 4:1-3; 5:10-15). Promoting the common good requires the church
to share her many resources for the empowering of the poor and vulnerable in ways that
enable them to sustain themselves.
Perkins asserts, "When we put the needs of the church ahead of the needs of those
we are trying to reach with the gospel, we end up accommodating our heresy and
hypocrisy. We need to empower the poor to reach the middle and upper classes of

126

Archbishop William Temple is cited for this observation in Towards an Evangelical Public

Policy, 232.
127
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American communities. Correctional systems openly welcome Christian ministry into the prison system.
State and cow1ty government is willing to work alongside the church to provide care for AIDS/HIV
victims. Drug and alcohol treatment agencies and centers are responsive to the church's offer to come
alongside of them. CASA, Court Appointed Special Advocates, places and supervises children in foster
homes. CASA is open to Christians and churches helping in the placement and supervision process.

84

society." 128 Perkins' Christian Community Development Association observes that
isolation is the single greatest source for the perpetuation of poverty in major urban areas;
the poor are isolated from the city's major service systems. When people with influence
in the society relocate to the inner city, they are able to help connect the poor with the
markefl_tJlace, the church, educational institutions and the political sphere.
The Christian Community Development Association's term for the empowering
of the marginalized is "redistribution." Mary Nelson cites John Perkins' remarks in his
Beyond Charity by way of the thinking behind redistribution:

In the 1960s the motto of community development was "Give people a fish, a...1d
they'll eat for a day." In the 1970s it was "Teach people to fish, and they'll eat for
a lifetime." In the 1990s the focus has turned to "Who ov.ns the pond?" Perkins
goes on to say, "The challenge for Christian community-based economic
development is to enable the people of the community to start local enterprises
that meet local needs and employ indigenous people." 129
Redistribution for the common good is about empowering the marginalized to enact
social and economic justice on their own behalf. The Dream Center in Los Angeles is
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located on the margins; poverty, hopelessness, and violence are everywhere. 130
Concerning poverty, the Dream Center's website reports:
The children are the most negatively affected. Nationally, 50% of Caucasian
children and 80% of African-American children live in single-parent homes for at
least part of their childhood. These children are five times more likely to live
below the poverty line than children who live with both parents. In L.A., the rate
of poverty among children is almost 50% higher than the poverty rate among the
city's population as a whole. Most of these children will experience lives of
gangs, drugs, crime and illicit sex. 131
The Dream Center meets the enormous needs in its city by helping one person at a time.
The Dream Center feeds, loves and helps the homeless: "We provide food for thousands
of people who are homeless each week, as well as clothes, vocational training, our
recovery progran1 and shelter. We see hundreds of those we reach out to who are living
on die streets, introduced to Jesus each week." 132 Through over 150 ministries, the Dream
Center empowers the marginalized and restores hope to thousands of hurting people. 133
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Working for economic and social justice for the common good is not a solo effort. Cobelligerent partnerships are needed to end isolation for the poor and significantly
contribute to the common good and transformation of culture.

Co-Belligerence
Co-belligerent relationships are critical to cultural transformation and, therefore,
the local church must not allow fear of damage to their personal integrity to keep them
from partnering with others committed to their goals, reforms and projects. 134 John
Perkins and the Christian Community Development Association have effectively led
community transfonnation in Mendenhall, Mississippi through co-belligerent
partnerships.
Perkins has organized co-ops for poor African Americans. The Federation of
Southern Co-ops is dedicated to the development of local resources and local income:
"When we look at the poor getting poorer through the self-perpetuating cycle of
ignorance, poor health and lack of opportunity, two truths are evident: (1) money must be
made available to develop potential, and (2) the community itself must develop its
potential to utilize and multiply economic resources." 135 Perkins teamed with the
Farmers' Home Administration to help house the poor: "The overall goal of indigenous
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community vitality" brings economic empowerment to the poor. He has worked with
tutorial programs and educational assistance particularly in helping the poor discover
their own economic independence: "Federal handouts don't help. People themselves must
be their own economic salvation." 136
The People's Development Incorporated is a co-op dedicated to helping the poor
with housing needs. Through this ministry, Perkins' strategy is to "seed" every
neighborhood with two or three Christian families as a way to bring about community
cha..'lge. The People's Development Incorporated works for school integration. In the
South, the last to integrate have been the churches. 137 The People's Development's
contributions to economic and social justice include a general store, legal aid for the poor,
a medical center for the poor housed in a formerly segregated medical building in
downtown Mendenhall and staffed by a physician who is a committed part of Perkins'
Voice of Calvary Ministries in Mendenhall; the Voice of Calvary Health Center in
Jackson, Mississippi, a Christian Youth Center, and the first Bible Institute in
Mendenhall and Jackson.
In 1982, Perkins and his wife, Vera Mae, returned to Southern California. His
daughter, Elizabeth writes, "Of course, they chose to live on a street known for its
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cocaine dealers and stabbings." 138 1brough partnerships in Los Angeles the Perkins
established the Harambee Christian Family Center to meet the needs of children in
Pasadena, California. The needs of children in Los Angeles are different from the needs
of kids in rural Mississippi, gangs and drug dealers were picking up children at an early
age. Many children were dropping out of school and getting into trouble with the law.
Harambee started a tutoring program in the evening and many children responded.
Perkins began buying up the crack houses in the neighborhood and turning them
into winistry centers. He started business training centers and eventually, he established a
prep school. Perkins' strategy is to raise up in Christ some of the gifted kids who would
subsequently change their neighborhoods. Perkins and his wife now live in Jackson,
Mississippi where they established the Spencer Perkins Center for Reconciliation and
Youth Development (named in honor of their late son). 139 The kingdom of God is a
present reality; the political agenda of the King calls the church to be the state's prophetic
conscience.
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Political Engagement
President James Madison, like Wilberforce, was a rare statesman. Madison's
insightful link between faith, civil society, and republican government laid the foundation
for a secular democracy that nonetheless depended on the integral role of religious faith
and the church. Indeed, government ought to be secular, but this is why the state needs a
transcendent moral/ethical referent. Martin Luther King Jr. asserted, "[The] church must
be reminded that it is not the master or the servant of the state, but rather the conscience
of the state. It must be the guide and the critic of the state, and never its tool." 140
God's calling of the church to be ~lie prophetic conscience for the state and culture
begins with the church's recognition of the need for change in the culture beyond the
passage of mere legislation; the entire political moral/ethical context in which politicians
and society function must be reformed. The church needs to hear God's prophet with
hearts inclined towards righteousness and obedient determination to "do justice, love
kindness, and walk humbly with your God" (Micah 6:8).
Whereas strong consensus exists among ChristiaI1s that the church ought to
inform the state's conscience concerning social-ethical matters such as the plight of the
vulnerable and poor, the sanctity of human life, racial reconciliation, the traditional
family, the stewardship of the planet and the promotion of justice, freedom and peace,
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disagreement exists among Christian communions as to how the church ought to
practically respond to her prophetic calling.
How should Christians engage the political sphere of life? Following Lewis, I
propose a three-fold approach for the church corporate and individual Christians for
political engagement: a politics of similarity, a politics of superfluity and a politics of
surrender. 141

Politics of Similarity
In speaking of the triune God's dissimilarity with humans, Lewis contends, "That
God is God, and different from us, is nowhere plainer than in human beings'
demonstrable unwillingness to enter into solidarity and oneness with each other, and
especially with those perceived to be different from themselves." 142 In the face of great
fear, exploitation, and injustice, Jesus' incarnation, death, and resurrection have become
the symbols of God's counter-ideological opposition to the totalizing violence of the
majority. The Creator of all humanity, himself a marginalized Jew, embraced
"marginality and pain, on behalf of both the margins and the center."

141

143

The blood of the

Alan E. Lewis, Between Cross & Resurrection, A Theology ofHoly Saturday (Grand Rapids,

MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 308-328.
142

Ibid., 312.

143

J. Richard Middleton and Brian J. Walsh, "Facing the Postmodern Scalpel, Can the Christian
Faith Withstand Deconstruction?" in Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern World, eds. J. Richard
Middleton and Brian J. Walsh (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1995), 153.

91

Cross united Jew and Gentile, slave and free, those on the margins and those at the
center. 144
A politics of similarity seeks to enact the reconciling power of the Cross through
the establishment of mutual respect and shared witness; a politics of similarity is
inclusive. A politics of similarity is "designed to encourage authorities and governments
to foster community understanding and strengthen bonds of mutual interest and support
between parties estranged and reciprocally fearful and suspicious." 145
However, the conscience of the state, the evangelical church, has become a tool of
right-wing partisan politics. Rather than enacting the politics of similarity, the evangelical
church has alienated the major political party on the left and millions of its constituents.
Consequently, the evangelical church is contributing to the political and social
polarization in the nation instead of acting as peacemaker. A politics of similarity
identifies with Christ's poverty: the church's responsibility is to be for the political
sphere what it cannot be for itself. The church's responsibility is to provide moral/ethical
guidance for the political sphere. The church is not to hold those on the left in contempt
and neither is she to be codependent on those on the right.
For the church to recover her divinely ordained role as the state's prophetic
conscience, she must assume an independent witness in her commitment to "do justice,
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love kindness and walk humbly with God." Thus, the evangelical church must resign its
role as a tool of the Republican Party and offer an olive branch to the Democratic Party
and its constituency. Political unity in America ought to be an all-consuming priority for
the church. Indeed, a unified nation is more likely to support the social-ethical concerns
of the church than a divided nation.
The party of William Jennings Bryan and Franklin D. Roosevelt has had a long
tradition of social justice. The marginalized, the weak, the infirmed, and the most
vulner"1ble have been at the heart of the Democratic agenda. The evangelical church must
seek a politics of similarity with the Democratic Party and commit to helping those on the
left side of the aisle recover their former passion for social and economic justice.
According to Jim Wallis:
The greatest moral question in American politics today is, "What is our prosperity
for? Will it serve as an excuse to forget those left behind? Or will it include those
who have fallen through the cracks in our society, including almost thirteen
million children?" The biblical prophets say that a society's integrity is judged,
not by its wealth and power, but by how it treats its most vulnerable members. 146

Politics of Superfluity
The kingdom of God has come and the earth is "full of the knowledge of the Lord
as the waters cover the sea" (Isa. 11 :9b). Lewis writes:

In the lyrical hope of Romans: where sin increased, grace abounded all the more;
so that the God who allows death to have its day and yields to its provisional
ascendancy comes to be revealed as the giver of life to the deceased and existence
146
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to things that don't exist. This is the gospel of superfluity: the still greater
abundance of God's love over the magnitude of godlessness-which opens up
new beginnings for the ruptured and the terminated, proliferates life in barren
deserts, and nourishes hope in the wastes of hopelessness. 147
The politics of superfluity means love always triumphs over evil, trust and understanding
subvert suspicion and hostility, and the promotion of peace brings healing to fractured
communities. "Only in a more just world will humanity begin to learn how much more
rewardingly postures and practices of peace and trust may prosper beyond the impressive
but abortive efficaciousness of force." 148
The Resurrection points to new creation rather than creation's apocalyptic doom.
Consequently, a realized eschatology is paradigmatic for the politics of superfluity; the
risen Christ reigns over every sphere of life including politics.
A politics of superfluity provides impetus for Christians to be involved in politics
at every level, from city council to the President of the United States. It urges
participation with others in the political process to resist evil and promote peace and
justice analogous to God's future, ultimate coming kingdom.
The message of Easter commissions the church to call for the "transformation of
politics." 149 Fundamentally, goodness needs to be considered virtuous in our culture
including in the political sphere. Without a seismic shift in political vision in the United
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States, biblical efforts to address great social-ethical issues are likely to fail. A politics of
superfluity brings "God's compassion to the oppressed as well as opposes the
oppressors. " 150
Wilberforce's political philosophy resurfaces at this point: a politics of superfluity
involves conscientious application of Christian stewardship, respect for the rights of
others, advancement of others' views, and promotion of the happiness of others. A
politics of superfluity is a sacred duty for all people, especially Christians. 151 Politics,
therefore, ought to be grounded in the moral consensus of the culture; the culture should
shape politics rather than the other way around. Christianity ought to shape the culture,
rather than the other way around; therefore, Christians seeking to shape public policy
must extensively research social, historical, jurisprudential, and political trends.
Wilberforce and the Clapham Sect's political philosophy was grassroots. A
politics of superfluity wisely adopts the Clapham strategy of extensive field research
among the general populace for the purpose of discovering ways and means of relating to
and meeting society's deepest longings.
Solidarity with the "least of these" (Matt. 25:31-46) is solidarity with Christ's
impoverishment. "Nurtured through this reconciliation shall be a surplus in God's final
kingdom of peace and justice over violence and unrighteousness-concrete, visible signs
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of which can and must be fashioned within our social ordering today." 152 Just as the
British conscience was moved by the Clapham Group's acts of unconditional love, the
conscience of America would be moved by the church's unselfishness and compassion. A
groundswell of public support would force the hand of Congress to pass the church's
moral-ethical reforrns. 153 Members of the judicial, legislative, and executive branches of
the United States government would be accountable to the public for their immorality and
corruption.

Politics of Surrender
The present kingdom is the first-fruits of the future kingdom; the future kingdom

will deliver the cosmos from sin and death:
This is to say that though there is an Easter victory, a fecundity of life in the midst
of death, which shall redeem and transfonn history, the only way to that future
and to its temporal anticipations here and now passes through barrenness and
negativity. God can no more come to the divine tomorrow of consummation and
fulfillment than we can to ours, without first embracing suffering, defeat, and
death. More specifically, our non-optimistic hopes of participating in history's
future of justice, peace, and freedom cannot be separated from the imperative
upon us, as upon the God of history's own self, to countenance the varieties and
costs of surrender: the pain of giving away, of giving up, of letting go. 154
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From God's self-surrender manifest in Christ's poverty, Christians derive an ethic of
surrender universally applicable to all of human life; surrender to the Lordship of Christ
transcends all earthly political commitments.
The Christian worldview must encompass both domestic and foreign policy.
Although Christians differ on many issues, they are consistent concerning human dignity
and the protection and welfare of the most vulnerable. The evangelical church has been
much too willing to compromise principle and conviction for access to the center of
enrthly power. The church must surrender her association with those in political power in

favor of solidarity with the weak, the exploited, and the disenfranchised world-wide. This
means co-belligerence with other people and groups at home and abroad: "It's as simple
as identifying extraordinary people and getting them the resources they need to do what
they need to do. We can't do it. The key to all l<..inds of development is just finding local
partners, principled people who want to make a difference in their own country." 155
What direction should the church go in her journey to recovery of her vocation?
Leonard Sweet notes Michel Foucault's opinion: "Maybe the target nowadays is not to
discover what we are, but to refuse what we are." 156 To the contrary, what the church is
ought to determine what direction she should go to recover her vocation.
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The Church's Vocation: Conclusion
The sacred ordinance of water baptism is a symbol of the church's vocation to be
for the world what Jesus was for Israel. Water baptism is "postindividualistic;" water
baptism reminds the church that she is a new covenant community. 157 Through Christ's
sufferings and afflictions, humanity belongs to him (Rom. 14:7-8), and by belonging to
Christ, humanity belongs to one another. The new covenant community transcends both
modernity and post-modernity and "their equally inhuman agendas of assimilation and
fragmentation." 158

\Vater baptism is performed in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit"these words say absolutely nothing new even while they compress all of salvation
history into three personal names." 159 Water baptism reminds the church of Christ's
restoration eschatology and consequently, her vocation to be for the world what Jesus
was for Israel.
Water baptism informs the church to initiate her recovery mission from the
starting point of what she is through faith in Christ. Baptism ushers in a new age and a
new humanity; the old creation was buried with Christ in death and through Christ's
resurrection, the new creation has begun. "The new creation is not simply regenerated
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individuals but the renewal of all things, in which believers participate by new birth." 160
The eschatological work of the Spirit is the renewing of all things and as the first-fruits of
new creation, the church to participate with the Spirit in the renewing of God's creation.
The simplicity and beauty of the sacraments, the wash and the meal, remind the
church of her calling to be a sacrament for the world; the church is to be for the world
what it cannot be for itself. The church as sacrament is the most appropriate response to
postmodernism.
Senator Joseph Lieberman, an observant Jew, the Democratic vice-presidential
nominee ir1 2000, now serving in the Senate as an Independent, reminds the church of its
nature:
This is a country founded by Christians, a majority of whose citizens are
Christians. But ... those rights to life, liberty and a pursuit of happiness, which
we have as the endowment of our Creator, have been given to everybody. So
though this is a nation that-the majority of which is Christian, I will say to you
as a Jewish American that I believe in the 5,765 years of Jewish history, there has
never been a country, other than Israel during certain times of its history, which
has given Jews more freedom. The same can now be said of Islam and Buddhism
and Hindus .... That's the glory of this country and, frankly, the grace and gift of
the Christians who founded the country and who continue to be the majority
within it. 161
Through the spiritual poverty of this nation's Christian founders, God has blessed
the United States of America ·with exceedingly great abundance. And through the
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church's journey to Burning Man, that is to say, through the church's recovery of her
vocation to be for the world what Jesus was for Israel, God will make "the grace and gift
of the Christians" a revelation to contemporary American culture.

100

CHAPTERS
APOLOGETICS IN THE POSTMODERN CONTEXT:
JESUS AT THE JAVA STOP

"Got faith?" queries The Barometer's humor columnist,
"I don't. I WISH I did. But I don't. Creation sounds so much better than
my current theory that life spontaneously spawned from the waste of a giant star
fart.
Jesus loves me, this I know. For the Bible tells me so. But when the
oceans turn red and the last trumpet sounds, Jesus will be standing at the right
hand of the Father with sparks in His pretty blue eyes, and this is what He'll say:
"Go to hell, David"-All because I could not find faith in a faithless world. Can
you feel the love?
The stormy beginning of this hump-week has put me in a pensive mood.
Divine tears seemed to flow from the heavens in torrents, mixing with the blazing
leaves in a Picasso-dream ofliquid fire on a watercolor campus. Nature's
blushing hues jump out of the gray with murderous beauty. It's a wonder that I
doubt the existence of a Master Painter.
You need God in your life. How many times have you heard that? Without
a personal relationship with the invisible silent One, you can ... kiss your eternity
goodbye. Start planning your eternal vacation to Hades, my fellow sinners.
There'll be lots of us making hotel reservations and such, so you better jump on it.
Unfortunately for us, God doesn't exist in our cursed postmodern world. I
wish He did. But He doesn't. If I see Jesus sippin' a cappuccino at the Java Stop
tomorrow, I might be tempted to change my mind.
I was born a Christian. I know the 411 on God, yo. I got suckers and stars
in Sunday school. Old folks smiled in approval every time I screamed
"Hallelujah." My dad had a six-inch scraggly beard and made me say grace at the
dinner table. You get the picture.
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I escaped to college, the cock crowed thrice, and the world went on, better
than ever. It's the same backslidden, guilt-ridden story that most of you have
swept under the carpet, or drowned in a bottle, so I won't burden you with mine.
I can't take anymore rhetoric; I want to see the stories fulfilled-A leap of
faith; an act of unmistakable power. Speech is nothing more than broken air.... I
want to see some action! If God exists, I pray that He'll strike me down where I
sit. I give Him full leave to do so. I relinquish my right to His hands-off free will
BS. Blasphemous, I know. But hey, I'm still writing. I'm still waiting; Yea for
me; Nay for God.
Doctrine is nothing more than disguised fascism. It's for the birds to crap
on. I can blow holes in it the size of pumpkins.
I envy all you who have faith, but I don't want your religion. Hurling
doctrine from the street corners is not going to convince this faithless, surfaceinfatuated TV generation. We need to see the power of that Holy Spirit dude
Christians say exists, not the biting irony of a frustrated preacher man.

It may seem that I and the rest of my faithless brethren attack Christianity
excessively. Maybe it's because we're tired of a religion that has tried
unsuccessfully for 2,000 years to recapture and exploit the power of a mysterious
carpenter from Nazareth." 162

Times Have Changed

In the opening scene of The Fellowship ofthe Ring the elf queen, Galadriel
observes, "The world is changing. I see it in the water. I feel it in the earth. I smell it in
the air." 163 Former assumptions about reality and humanity's relationship to it; and even
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the inherent meaning of language, formerly thought to be indispensable for the purpose of
making sense of the world, have radically changed.
Jacques Derrida's axiom, "All the world's a text," suggests our semiotic duty to
read the signs and discern the changing times. 164 The church'sjourney to "Burning Man"
is littered 'With:

l. Postmodemism's rejection of the meta-narrative; the postmodern "hermeneutic
of suspicion" charges that all claims to the truth serve to legitimate the power
structures of the majority while justifying the marginalizing of those perceived to

"outside;" "Doctrine is nothing more than disguisedfascism." 165

2. A pluralistic ideology promoting a radical skepticism; the "informed" do not

ma..11.:e tmth-claims; "hurling doctrine from the street corners is not going to
convince this faithless, surface-infatuated TV generation."
3. The deconstructed world of postmodemism makes an author's identity or
intention irrelevant where the interpretation of a text is concerned; there is no
meanL11g to be found in the text. Language is arbitrary and capricious and does not
correspond to any overarching absolute linguistic laws; "Speech is nothing more

than broken air."
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How should the church answer the postmodern challenge? Should the church start
by constructing a new postmodern identity or by deconstructing an old modem one? A
postmodern fayade or attempting to be anything but modem is not the solution; the
postmodern world wants "to see some action!"
Acknowledging the philosophical and linguistic insights of postmodern
philosopher, Jean-Francois Lyotard, this chapter proposes a "narrative apologetic" that
calls for action by way of answering the postmodern challenge:
l. Narration proposes the rules for the effective dialogue of the gospel in the
deconstructed world of postmodemism.
2. The global implications of the gospel grow out of its proper narration.
3. Christian apologetics in the postmodern setting are: contextual, dialogical,
subversive, and enacted.
4. The Resurrection is the sine qua non of the symbolic world of the gospel. 166

The Postmodern Challenge to the Gospel
Is the Resurrection true for Christians but not for the postmodern world? How can
the Resurrection apologetic be communicated in the deconstructed world of the popular
postmodern culture?
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In the deconstructed world of postmodernism, language is arbitrary and
capricious; how can the church communicate the gospel in the postmodern context?
The problem of epistemological "legitimation," knowledge achieving the status of
a norm, requires the resolve of a two-sided question: "who decides what knowledge is,
and who knows what needs to be decided?" 167 Wittgenstein's resolve is to differentiate
the modes of language in terms of "language games." 168 The term language games means
that the properties of the various language categories are defined and properly used
according to particular rules, "in exactly the same way as the game of chess is defined by
a set of mies determining the properties of each of the pieces, in other words, the proper
way to move them." 169
Lyotard's observations vis-a-vis language games contribute to Christian
understanding and the development of an effective apologetic in the postmodern context:
The first is that their rules do not carry within themselves their own legitimation,
but are the object of a contract, explicit or not, between players (which is not to
say that the players invent the rules). The second is that if there are no rules, there
is no game, that even an infinitesimal modification of one rule alters the nature of
the game, that a "move" or utterance that does not satisfy the rules does not
belong to the game they define. The third remark is suggested by what has just
been said: every utterance should be thought of as a "move" in a game. 170
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In the postmodern context, "narratives allow the society in which they are told, on the
one hand, to define its criteria of competence and, on the other, to evaluate according to
those criteria what is performed or can be performed within it." 171 In other words, the
narration of the gospel (as opposed to propositional assertions) is a "proper way to move"
the different "pieces" (truth-claims) of the gospel in the postmodern setting.
Narratives provide the means for the gospel to become normative in the hearing
of a postmodern community, and "proper moves" in the context of the gospel narrative
give rise to its global implications. 172 The practical application of a narrative apologetic

Jesus at the Java Stop
Chapter 1, ''Following Jesus to Burning Man," illustrates the practical application
of apologetics in terms of constructed narratives. First, a narrative apologetic is
contextual. To reach Burners, believers must follow Jesus to Burning Man and become
like Burners ( 1 Cor. 9:22). Christians are called to be the presence of Christ in every
comer of"our cursed postmodern world."
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Jesus is waiting for the local church to join him in the culture; Christ is not
waiting for the culture to join him at church. The culture of coffee (particularly in the
Pacific Northwest context) is a symbol of cultural activity and community, "Life is hard
enough with coffee. What would life be without coffee?" Caffeine drives Pacific
Northwest culture! 173 Joining Jesus at the Java Stop is the spiritual equivalent of reenacting Jesus' table-fellowship within the culture; the church is called to join Jesus
wherever he is and be a sacrament for world. In other words, "If I see Jesus sippin' a

cappuccino at the Java Stop tomorrow, I might be tempted to change my mind."
Second, a narrative apologetic is dialogical. It is not designed to answer a wide
range of theoretical questions but rather it is an exchange of stories, a sharing of
experiences that arise from the particular situation. "Why are you here? Why did you
come to Burning Man, Mick?" are questions critical for the setting of the rules of the
dialogue and making the right moves for the delivery of a narrative apologetic. In the
most practical terms, the proper delivery of a narrative apologetic requires the believer to
exchange t11e role of teacher (the modernist paradigm), for facilitator (the postmodern
paradigm).
According to N. T. Wright, the church is called,
to discern where in your discipline the human project is showing signs of exile
and humbly and boldly to act symbolically in ways that declare that the powers
have been defeated, that the kingdom has come in Jesus the Jewish Messiah, that
173
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the new way of being human has been unveiled, and to be prepared to tell the
story that explains what these symbols are all about. 174
Third, the Christian's story is subversive. When "signs of exile" are discerned in
the expressions of the not-yet-Christian's heart, they must be concretely addressed from
the circumstances of the Christian's life with a better story, the gospel story (the person
or community wiII inform the believer or the church of the right moves if we are
listening).
Mick came to Burning Man seeking a transcendent experience. My calling was to
patiently allow him to define the rules for our dialogue and listen to his heart. Then I
carefully related his longings to my defense of the gospel and the transcendent experience
Christ could give him that would meaningfully fill every part of his life throughout his

life.
Postmodernists are pragmatists, "We need to see the power of that Holy Spirit
dude Christians say exist." The fourth element in the postmodern apologetic calls for the
new covenant community to symbolically enact the restoration eschatology of Jesus: "I
want to see the stories fulfilled." The whole gospel meets the needs of the whole person.
The proclamation of the gospel must be conflated with visible signs of compassion; the
gospel includes social and economic justice for the marginalized, "those perceived to be
outside."
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postmodern hermeneutic of suspicion and brings credibility to the gospel for both those
on the margins and at the center. 176
Every time the postmodernist returns to say, "We want to hear you again on this
subject" (Acts 17:32) the global implications of the gospel are increasingly realized. The
believer must always "be prepared to tell the story."

The Resurrection Apologetic
A task of jurisprudence is to set the rules for the legal process, the rules by which

the proper moves are determined for the setting forth of claims-at-law and defining the
c;a.tegories in terms of which claims-in-general can be argued for and settled. 177
Jmisprudence, as applied to the Resurrection apologetic, does not operate qua an either/or
lk:t.ermination of absolute certainty. Legal reasoning is synthetic and therefore "operates
on probabilities, not possibilities: preponderance of evidence in most civil actions;
evidence beyond reasonable (not beyond 'all') doubt in criminal matters." 178

Cross-Examining the Witnesses
The Resurrection is the sine qua non of the symbolic world of the gospel.
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The New Testament is primary source evidence for the life, death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ. 179 In the text of the New Testament, Jesus does and says things reserved
only for Yahweh to do and to say. 180 A legal construct used for the purpose of exposing
perjury will be used for the cross-examination of the disciples of Jesus and their claim to
having been witnesses of Christ's resurrection from the dead. 181 The aforementioned
legal construct is designed to expose internal and external defects in the witness
themselves and intemal and external defects in their testimony. The legal construct for
exp0sing perjury is illustrated in figure 1 below.
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,if..

Construct for Exposing Petjury

Figure 1.
Did the disciples perjure themselves in their claims to having been eyewitnesses of Jesus'
historical resurrection from the dead?

Do Internal Defects Exist in the Witnesses?
Internal defects in the witness "refer to any personal characteristics or past history
tending to show that the witness is inherently untrustworthy, unreliable or
undependable." 182 Unless a motive for lying can be established, individuals are usually
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presumed to be telling the truth. This is a universal presumption applied in courts of law,
even when the integrity of the witness is questionable. 183
Even skeptics of Christian faith, such as D. F. Strauss, refute charges of
dishonesty on behalf of the disciples, "The historian must acknowledge that the disciples
firmly believed that Jesus was risen."

184

Jewish scholar, Joseph Klausner, also

acknowledges the impeccable character of the disciples, noting that they were much too
honorable to perpetrate a deception. 185 Simon Greenleaf further argues:

It is impossible to read their \vritings, and not feel that we are conversing with
men eminently holy, and of tender consciences, with men acting under an abiding
sense of the presence and omniscience of God, and of their accountability to him,
living in his fear, and walking in his ways. 186
The disciples were committed to lives of personal sacrifice, humiliation, loneliness,
revilement, and oftentimes lacking in sustenance. Why wouldn't bad men rather invent a
religion that was more self-serving, which is compatible with human nature and
characteristic of sinister cults, instead of spreading teachings that would deprive them of
any worldly pleasure? It is incredible to think that bad men would "promote the religion
of the God of truth." 187

183

Simon Greenleaf, The Testimony ofthe Evangelists (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1984), 31-32.

184

D. F. Strauss, Das Leben Jesu (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1835), 289.

185

Joseph Klausner, Jesus ofNazareth (New York: Macmillan, 1925), 414.

186

Greenleaf, The Testimony ofthe Evangelists, 30.

187

Ibid., 31.

112

If the disciples believed in heaven and hell, they would have assuredly reserved
for themselves a place in the latter; but if they did not believe in either heaven or hell,
then why would they produce falsehoods that would only serve to make their lives
miserable, denying themselves of any hope of happiness in this world?
Perhaps these witnesses were incompetent. The competence of a witness to testify

in a court of law depends on "the opportunities, which he has for observing the fact, the
accuracy of his powers of discerning, and the faithfulness of his memory in retaining the
facts, once observed and known." 188
No historical evidence incriminates the disciples' ability to comprehend and deal
\\rith facts. Unless the objector can provide evidence to the contrary, it can be assumed
die disciples were like the rest of their contemporaries. Greenleaf cites a uniform
presumption of law that people are honest, of sound mind, and ordinary intelligence until

.

proven otherv.nse.
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Mathew was professionally trained as a tax collector to be suspicious in his
dealings with people and facts, and Luke was trained in his powers of observation as a
physician. And Mark and John were simply much too unlearned to construct a forgery
clever enough to escape detection by their critics.
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Do External Defects Exist in the Witnesses?
Did the disciples suffer from external defects, that is, motives to falsify
testimony? McCloskey and Schoenberg discuss the critical role of this legal test:
Not all perjurers have committed prior immoral acts or prior crimes. Frequently,
law abiding citizens whose pasts are without blemish will commit perjury, not
because they are inherently unworthy, but because some specific present reason
compels them to do so in the case at bar. Motive, then, becomes the common
denominator. There is a motive for every act of perjury. The second major way in
which the cross-examiner can seek to expose perjury, therefore, is to isolate the
190
specific motive, which causes the witness to commit perjury.
Proclaiming Jesus' resurrection from the dead ran contrary to all of the disciples' worldly
however, they preached that Christ suffered a cruel death, was resurrected from
the dead, and was the Savior of the world. They faced extreme opposition that resulted in
the martyrdom of all but one apostle and a great number of the other disciples;
nevertheless, they continued to claim that God had demonstrated his willingness to
redeem fallen humanity through the power of Christ's resurrection.
Every conceivable motive existed for the disciples to frequently re-examine the
evidentiary basis for their faith. Greenleaf contends, "It was, therefore, impossible that
they could have persisted in affirming the truths they have narrated, had not Jesus
actually risen from the dead, and had they not known this fact as certainly as they knew
any other fact."
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British legal authority, J. N. D. Anderson agrees with Greenleaf and asserts the
apostles would have broken under pressure had Jesus not risen from the dead. To
consider otherwise "would run totally contrary to all we know of the disciples: their
ethical teaching, the quality of their lives, their steadfastness in suffering and persecution.
Nor would it begin to explain their dramatic transformation from dejected and dispirited
escapists into witnesses whom no opposition could muzzle."
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In his book, Loving God, Charles Colson, a former Watergate conspirator,
documents the events that led to the conviction of some of the most powerful men in the
they failed to cover-up the infamous .A.merican political scandal that was
exposed in the Spring of 1973. 193 Colson comments:
With the mt)St powerful office in the world at stake, a small group of hand-picked
loyalists, no more than ten of us, could not hold a conspiracy together for more
than two weeks ... after just a few weeks the natural hwnan instinct for selfpreservation was so overwhelming that the conspirators, one by one, deserted
their leader, walked away from their cause, turned their backs on the power,
prestige, and privileges. 194
\.Vhat explanation, apart from having actually seen their Lord risen from the dead, can be
given for the undaunted courage possessed by the disciples only days following their
Lord's cruel execution?
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Perhaps the disciples themselves were deceived. Three groups had direct access to
the tomb of Christ and the consequent opportunity to expose deception in the disciples'
lives: the Jews, the Romans, and the disciples themselves.
The disciples persistently and openly preached their message of Christ's victory
over death to those who were most violently opposed to the gospel, the Jewish
authorities. The Jewish authorities had the means, motive, and opportunity to expose as a
fraud the disciples' claim of Jesus' resurrection from the dead. Regarding Jewish
motives, F. F. Bruce underscores the significance of the presence of "hostile witnesses"

ar11ong the hearers of the apostolic testimony:
It was not only friendly eyewitnesses that the early preachers had to reckon with,
there were others less well disposed who were also conversant with the main facts
of the ministry and death of Jesus. The disciples could not afford to risk
inaccuracies (not to speak of willful manipulation of the facts), which would at
once be exposed by those who would be only too glad to do so. On the contrary,
one of the strong points in the original apostolic preaching is the confident appeal
to the knowledge of the hearers; they not only said, "We are witnesses of these
things," but also, "As you yourselves also know" (Acts 2:22). Had there been any
tendency to depart from the facts in any material respect, the possible presence of
hostile witnesses in the audience would have served as a further corrective. 195
The Jewish religious establishment, the "hostile witnesses," failed to expose the

disciples as frauds because they were unable to expose them. If the Jewish religious
leaders had produced Jesus' the corpse, the disciples would have been exposed as frauds
and Christianity would have ceased to be an influence in the world (1Cor.15:12-19).
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As for the Romans, no motive can be established for their desecration of Christ's
grave. The Romans collected taxes and kept peace in the Jewish state. Pontius Pilate
believed Jesus ofNazareth had caused turmoil, and a Roman theft of Christ's body would
have created more chaos within Israel and chanced the swift, unmerciful wrath of Caesar.
As for the disciples, no conceivable motive exists for them to have taken the body
of Jesus. Indeed, if they had taken the body, they would have suffered untold misery for
something they knew to be false. This dispels their personal deception.

Do Internal Defects in the Witnesses' Testimony Exist?
Four separate gospel accounts, four different vantage points, testify to the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Is it unreasonable to hold the gospel
accounts in contempt because of the diversity among their individual narrations of the
events of Jesus' Iifo and ministry? Sufficient discrepancies exist among the writers of the
gospels to discount allegations of conspiracy. At the same time, substantial agreement
exists among the inspired authors to demonstrate that they were well acquainted with the
same great historical event. Greenleaf argues:
The discrepancies between the narratives of the several evangelists, when
carefully examined, will not be found sufficient to invalidate their testimony.
Many seeming contradictions will prove, upon closer scrutiny, to be in substantial
agreement; and it may be confidently asserted that there are none that will not
yield, under fair and just criticism. 196
196

Greenleaf, The Testimony ofthe Evangelists, 33. See Gleason Archer, An Encyclopedia ofBible
Difficulties (Minneapolis: Bethany, 1982) for exhaustive "fair and just criticism" of alleged contradictions
in the Bible.
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If the different gospel accounts were all the same, then the skeptic would have a
case for collusion. The author's different vantage points rather provide us with a built-in
means to cross-examine each of them.

Do External Defects in the Witnesses' Testimony Exist?
Does historical evidence outside the New Testament confirm or deny the
testimony of the gospel writers? External testimony from historians, satirists, politicians,
and playwrights from the first and second centuries consistently confirms the testimony
of the writers of the New Testament. For example, the Roman historian, Cornelius
Tacitus (AD 112) writc-;s of the death of Jesus Christ and the influence of Christians in
Rome. Tacitus states that Pontius Pilate put Jesus to death during the reign of Tiberius

(Annals XV.44). Tacitus further mentions the burning of the temple in Jerusalem in A.D.
70 and he refers to Christianity in that context (Histories, Chron. ii. 30.6).
Lucian of Samosata, a second century satirist, ridiculed Christianity. Lucian spoke
of the rejection of polytheism by Christians and stated that the primitive Christian Church
worshipped Jesus like a god. He also refers to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ in Palestine

(The Passing of Peregrinus). The first century Jewish historian, Josephus (AD 37-100),
documents numerous familiar figures mentioned in the New Testament. Bruce observes:
Here, in the pages of Josephus, we meet many figures who are well known to us
from the New Testament: the colourful family of the Herods; the Roman
emperors Augustus, Tiberius, Claudius, and Nero; Quirinius, the governor of
Syria; Pilate, Felix, and Festus, the procurators of Judea; the high priestly
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families--Annas, Caia~has, Ananias, and the rest; the Pharisees and the
1
Sadducees; and so on. 7
Josephus st.ates that the primitive Church believed the Lord had risen from the dead
following his crucifixion under Pontius Pilate. Josephus further speaks of Christ's
miracles (Antiquities, 28:33).
Another Roman historian, Suetonius ( c. AD 120), refers to the persecution of
Christians by Nero (Life of the Caesars, 26:2). In a letter dated AD 73, a Syrian named
Mara Bar-Serapian mentions the death of Jesus Christ in addition to the deaths of
Socrates and Pythagoras. This letter is presently preserved at the British Museum.
A Samaritan historian, Thall us (c. AD 52) records the darkness that covered the
earth duriilg the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. Thall us sought a naturalistic
explanation for the darkness, such as solar eclipse as mentioned by Julius Africanus (the
third book of Histories). Julius Africanus argued against Thallus' theory for the darkness
present on the day of Christ's crucifixion. Philegon, a first-century historian, also
mentions the darkness on the day of Christ's death (Histories, cited by Julius
Africanus). 19&
Pliny the Younger (c. AD 112) noted in a letter that Christians worshipped Jesus
Christ as a god and that they came together once a week to sing hymns to their Savior. He
197

Bruce, The New Testament Documents, 104.
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"It was unreasonable, of course, because a solar eclipse could not take place at the time of the
full moon, and it was the time of the paschal full moon when Christ died." Nonnan Geisler, Christian
Apologetics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1976), 324.
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mentions his own persecution of Christians and his having killed many of them while
governor of Bithynia. He stated that he tried to force Christians to "curse Christ, which a
genuine Christian cannot be induced to do" (Epistles X.96).
The Jewish Talmud refers to the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, attributes his
miracles to demonic origins, states that he was born of an adulteress and refers to his
crucifixion on the eve of the Passover (Sanhedrin 43a, "Eve of Passover," and Yebamoth
4, 3; 49a). 199

It is noteworthy that external, non-Christian references substantiate the internal
as to its central doctrines:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Jesus was worshipped and believed to be divine.
Jesus performed miracles.
Jesus was crucified under Pontius Pilate, in Palestine, during the Passover.
The earth was darkened on the day of Jesus' crucifixion.
The primitive Church rejected polytheism.
Nero, among other Roman rulers, persecuted the Christian Church.
The Jews accused Jesus of being illegitimate, affirming at least that Joseph
was not his real father, and further attributed his miracles to Satan.
8. The ministry of Jesus of Nazareth was during the reign of Tiberius Caesar. 200

199

The New Testament details these accusations as they fell from the lips of the Pharisees: Mark
3:22 and John 8:41.
200

These summary conclusions are the observations of Francis Beckwith, Baha'i (Minneapolis:
Bethany, 1985), 50.
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The disciples did not perjure themselves as demonstrated by the McCloskeySchoenberg legal construct. Rather, these men testified "to that which they had carefully
observed and considered and well knew to be true."201

Closing Arguments
Is the Resurrection true for Christians but not for the postmodern world? If the
church will be for the world what Jesus was for Israel, the postmodern world will hear the
proclamation of the gospel's "mega-narrative." And hearing calls for confession: "Jesus
is Lord," and "a leap of faith; an act of unmistakable power!" (Rom. 10:9). The
"unmistakable power," the "washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit" gives the
believer access by

into the grace of God and his new covenant community (Titus 3:5

and Rom. 5:1-2).

Water baptism and the Eucharist are the most appropriate responses to the
postmodern world. The wash and the meal symbolically declare the meaning of the
Resurrection: the kingdom of God has come, the powers are defeated, God is making all
things new, and the church is the first-fruits of the new creation, the new humanity, and
201

Simon Greenleaf, The Testimony ofthe Evangelists, 33. In the "tradition," "For what I received
I passed on to you" (I Cor. 15:3), Paul speaks of the universal beliefamong the earliest Christians that
Jesus Christ was raised bodily. Paul brings before the bar of Jewish and pagan unbelief witnesses to the
Resurrection: "He appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five
hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep.
And then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one
abnormally born" (1 Cor. 15:5-8). In each of these postmortem "appearances" Paul implies Jesus' physical,
bodily resurrection. The verb translated four times "appeared" (ophthe) is passive indicating the Lord
himself took the initiative to make hirnself"visible." he actually appeared to his disciples. See Gordon Fee,
The First Epistle To The Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1987), 728.
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the new covenant. The new creation, the new humanity, and the new covenant people
must follow Jesus to Burning Man and "recapture and exploit the power of a mysterious

carpenter from Nazareth" for the sake of the church being for the world what it cannot be
for itself.
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APPENDIX
WEB SITES

http;//www.anewkindofconversation.com (Myron Penner, Brian McLaren and others
address Postmodern Culture)
http;// www.burningman.com (Burning Man, Black Rock City, NV)
1

http;//www.christianvisionproject.com (Christianity Today, Faith and Culture)
http;//Vl/W'w.ci.corvallis.or.us (Corvallis, OR)
http;//www.dreamcenter.org (LA Dream-center)
http;//\vww.etsjets.org (Evangelical Theological Society)
,htip;//w,.vw.imagodeicommunity.org (Imago-Dei Church, Portland, OR)
http;//www.iwsfla.org (Robert E. Webber Institute for Worship Studies)
.h.ttp;/l'A'W'IN.leonardsweet.com (Leonard Sweet)
http;//www.lionofjudah.tribulationforces.com (Apologetics and Postmodernism)
http;//www.mosaic.org (The Mosaic Church, LA)
http;//www.nextreforrnation.com (Ekklesia, Transition, Leadership and Formation)
http;//www.ntwrightpage.com (N. T. Wright home-page)
http;//www.jmpf.org (John M. Perkins Foundation for Reconciliation and Development)
http;/faww.redeemer.com (Redeemer Presbyterian, NYC)
http;//www.refuseoftheworld.org (The Refuse Church, Colorado Springs, CO)
http;//www.sanfrancisco.cityserach.com (re: Subterranean Shoe Store, San Francisco,
CA)
http;//www.scumoftheearth.org (The Scum of the Earth Church, Denver, CO)
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http;//www.spartacus-schoolnet.com.uk (William Wilberforce)
http;//www.spu.edu (Seattle Pacific University, Seattle, WA)
http;//www.stevekmccoy.com ("Reformissionary," Tim Keller, Redeemer Presbyterian,
NYC)
http;//www.thebolgblog.typepad.com (Ryan Bolger Blog, Emergent Church Leader)
http;//www.tcpc.org (Center for Progressive Christianity)
http;//www.the-park.net (Clapham Connection, UK)
http;//www.wilberforce.org (Charles Colson - Wilberforce Forum)
http;//www.xenos.org (Apologetics in the postmodern culture)
http;//www.yale.edu (Yale Center for Faith and Culture)
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